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ABSTRACT

Many times teachers restrict students to viewing literature through a single
"preferred" window or from a rather small set of tiny windows, thus hindering their
ability to think critically and make choices for themselves. It is my contention that
our pedagogy should facilitate a "school of windows" in which students are offered
many different vantage points from

which to "see" lite ra tu re -a n environment

which, instead of monologically conditioning them to accept content without
criticism or question, dialogically allows them their own place and importance in
active discourse.
This study delineates the power that literature has to enable students to
acquire these skills. To illustrate literature’s effectiveness as a vehicle for critical
awareness and empowerment, I have chosen texts that can teach teachers about
teaching and students about learning, ones which can teach students to analyze and
question what they are being taught.

These works are H enry James’s The

Bostonians. Carson McCullers’s The H eart is a Lonely Hunter, and Frederick
Douglass’s N arrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass. An American Slave. All
three texts depict the dynamics of student/teacher relationships:

James’s and

McCullers’s demonstrating models of negative teaching; Douglass’s illustrating a
positive model.

iv
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While addressing the issues of race, class, and gender, each reading focuses
on the intentions and motivations as well as the specific pedagogical practices of the
teacher-figures in the novels. My goal is for these readings to serve as practical
models with which teachers can begin to analyze their own pedagogical goals and
methods which they employ in the classroom.
By working together with our students rather than sm them and by guiding
them to see how dialogue and critical thinking work hand in hand, we might show
them how to read and see literature from more than one perspective.
Consequently-and even more im portant-w e might enable our students to engender
voices and intellectual identities of their own, and we might empower them to
become "resisting readers" who are able to prevent themselves from turning into
"things" molded by those authoritarian masters who call themselves teachers.

v
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CHAPTER I
Introduction: A School of Windows
I beg you to stop apologizing for being a m em ber of the most im portant profession
in the world.
William G. Carr

As a literature teacher, the student questions that I have always dreaded the
most are "Why do I have to read this? How is it going to help me? W hat does it
have to do with my life?" W hen I really analyzed these questions, though, I found
that they were valid. After all, literature presently does not enjoy the overt social
value that other so-called more im portant subjects such as science or m ath do. For
lack of a b etter answer, and because such questions challenged the credibility of my
field, I used to respond by telling students that they had to read certain things
because those in positions of authority thought that they should. Finally, I began
to recognize that such teacher-centered responses only exacerbated the resistance
to literature that I daily encountered in my classes. Unaware of what I was doing,
I ended up presenting literature as just another required subject which must be
m astered in order to graduate, my pedagogy only serving to prepare students for the
job m arket so they could land good positions and become part of the status quo
society of consumerism.

Consequently, I was perpetuating a feeling of

powerlessness (power being the ability and authority to think and make choices for
oneself) in my students, rather than empowering them to think critically for
themselves.

1
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2
W hat other choices did I have? It seem ed to m e that, as a teacher, I had no real
power to do otherwise.
Actually, when I thought about it, I did have the potential for a great deal
of power. I was training the future thinkers who would move into positions of
power and authority throughout society. As a teacher, I had access to and influence
over m ore people than do members o f perhaps any other profession.

As Jim

M erod points out, schools are inherently im portant in the effective functioning of
the entire social structure. No sector of society’s economic and professional activity,
from bankers and lawyers to doctors and engineers, escapes the crucial influence
of the educator (102). Despite the fact that those in the field of literature (the
teacher, the critic, and the theorist) might feel that they have no real audience
beyond themselves and a few curious readers, their activities place them in constant
contact with a wide public after all. Each of them extends intellectual force beyond
the small circle of readers and writers every time a classroom exercise begins (125).
Moreover, unlike perhaps any other academic institution, the literary institution-specifically the English teacher-touches every person in one way or another along
the entire educational journey, from the first reading lessons in elem entary school
to the training of graduate students.
O ur nation’s educational system operates from a strongly traditional model
of education which serves to prom ote and reify in students the dom inant culture
and beliefs of society. Schooling trains students to accept specific facts and beliefs
as truths which should rem ain unquestioned. A nd it is this transmission of culture
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through educational institutions (the primary agency of transmission) which
constitutes the force of power called hegemony.
According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the term "hegemonic" functions
as an adjective meaning "ruling" or "supreme," o r as a substantive meaning "the
ruling or suprem e part, the master-principle." In 1678, English philosopher and
divine R alph Cudworth employed the term to point out a particular controlling
force separate from a physical entity itself: "In animals, the members are not
determ ined by themselves, but by that which is the Hegemonick in every one" (vol.
7, 105).
Traditionally, hegemony, as Raymond Williams points out, has been defined
as political rule or domination, especially in relations between states or
governments. However, Karl Marx extended this definition of rule or dom ination
to include relations between social classes, specifically to the definition of a ruling
class.1 As Marx argues:
[m]en make history, but they do not make it just as they please: they
do not make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but under
circumstances directly encountered, given and transm itted from the
past. (13)
In this passage, Marx avers that the present is based upon what people have done
in the past, that people and classes are governed and influenced to act in certain
ways by traditions. In other words, what "was" dictates what "is" and "will be." As
Antonio Gramsci concludes, hegemony is a relation, not of domination by means
of force, but of consent by means of political and ideological leadership. It is a
consensus attained through civil institutions, such as those of religion and education,
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which shapes the way people perceive social reality. F or Gramsci, hegemony is a
structure of power via social relations that becomes internalized within the majority
of people, so that they themselves ultimately become sources of their own
oppression, as they spontaneously consent to the interests of the dominant group
which they have come to believe are those of society a t large and which stand for
a proper social order in which all people are justly protected (31).
In History and Class Consciousness. G eorg Lukacs illustrates the debilitating
effects that a transmission and perpetuation of the past by those in power has on
those not in the ruling class. His observations of this transmission in the work
world foreshadow a complete perm eation of consciousness:
N either objectively nor in his relation to his work does m an appear as
the authentic master of his process [the shaping of his own life
according to his own design] ;on the contrary, he is a mechanical part
incorporated into a mechanical system. H e finds it already pre-existing
and self-sufficient; it functions independently of him and he has to
conform to its laws whether he likes it o r n o t .. . . [H]is lack of will is
reinforced by the way in which his activity becomes less and less active
and m ore and m ore contemplative. The contemplative stance adopted
towards a process mechanically conforming to fixed laws and enacted
independently of man’s consciousness and imperviousness to human
inventions, i.e. a perfectly enclosed system, must likewise transform the
basic categories of man’s immediate attitude towards the world. (89)
As one can see from Lukacs’s description, the ordinary worker in capitalist society
does not have any say in her work; rather, she is part of a system which has its own
"design."

Because her work is predeterm ined and set up by those in higher

positions, the routine of the worker leaves little room for choice or critical thought.
As she is deprived of these powers, she becomes inactive. The irony is that the
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more she contemplates her ineffectuality on the job, the m ore this conditions her
to accept herself as powerless in other areas of her life.
In a sense, the more she is developed as a worker, the m ore atrophied she becomes
as a thinker.
T he educational process can be paralleled to Lukacs’s conception of work.
In this sense, learning, like industry, becom es a process o f mechanization, and
educational institutions become places where we teach our students to perform
without thinking.

In fact, according to Charles Paine, Lukacs intended his

description of work to correspond to the process of learning, in which workers and
students passively contem plate knowledge as the established truth, something to be
m astered but never changed because it is perm anent. They are not encouraged to
actively engage it a n d /o r connect it to their own lives. R ather, it is seen as a fixed
standard to which they must submit themselves (559).
Jonathan Kozol asserts with regret that educational institutions do not exist
to foster ethical or even simply political assessments of the existing social order.
They exist to stabilize the status quo, to train a population which is subject to the
power of mass-persuasion. They exist to prepare its citizens for moral and political
compromise, to help them live with the ethical imperfections of their rulers. They
exist to reconcile its youth, in advance, to the inhuman posture of their nation in
the world, to an accepted culture of excess in their homes, and to a life of self
awarded anaesthesia in the face of misery on every side (226). Although Kozol’s
assessment seems to indict educational institutions en masse for their inadequacies,
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and despite the fact that he tends to overstate his case, his comments provoke me
to really look at our educational system.
The similarities between the training that one receives to perform a job
which furthers capitalist production and the education that one receives in
preparation for life reveal the paradoxical role that education plays in the
hegemonic process. W hat is the purpose of going to school if it trains students to
passively accept their place in the world as it is, instead of providing them with the
means to m ake the world a better place to live.

It seems that education has

become an economic rather than a cultural, social, or m oral endeavor. Viewed
from this angle, the teaching profession does not seem beneficent, and we, as
teachers, do not appear to be fostering the pow er of critical thinking that would
enable our students to see society from any perspective other than that of those
who determ ine the status quo.
In his Preface to The Portrait of a Ladv. H enry Jam es describes fiction as
a house of windows through which life can be observed from an infinite num ber of
angles, the sam e window and angle affording a different view to each individual
"pair of eyes" which looks out from it.2 It is my contention that education, like
fiction can also be seen as a house of windows in which students can be offered
many different vantage points from which to learn. Viewing a novel, an historical
incident, or even a scientific concept from m ore than one angle can produce
numerous benefits beyond the m ere learning of one set of facts or blind acceptance
of one interpretation.

For example, one advantage of learning from different
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windows is flexibility of mind in that students might becom e receptive to other
peoples’ opinions and perspectives, no m atter how much different they might be
from their own.

By positioning themselves at different windows, students are

provided with the opportunities to listen to and to hear what others have to say,
thus allowing them (others) their own place and im portance in active discourse.
Hence, social and political tolerance might be natural results of looking out of and
learning from different windows. A nother advantage is an expanded imagination
and an opening up of avenues for problem solving. By seeing how other peoples’
minds work, students might avail themselves of ways and means of creating and
learning that may have been dorm ant o r never even dream ed of in themselves.
Since literature does touch so many students and since it is a subject which
lends itself to interpretation, it would seem to be the perfect vehicle to promote
critical thinking. Many times, though, teachers, like parents and other mentors,
restrict their students to taking in either a single view from "their" preferred window
or a limited view from a rather small set of tiny windows. A great majority of us
who, ourselves, are figures of authority for young people have been brought up to
believe that there is one "correct" set of answers and values that is handed down
from parents and teachers. Parents instill in us the value system to which they
subscribe, many times warning against and preventing their children from being
exposed to any other ones. Logically but not naturally, these unbending values
often become our own. A nd teachers who consistently imply that there is only one
set of facts and that learning consists o f accepting and digesting content without
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criticism or question prepare us to employ these same models on our own children
and students. The result of a teacher’s choosing particular windows for her students
is tunnel vision and a fearful unwillingness to see things from any other point of
view. Reading and looking at life from a limited position only promulgates "blind
interpretation," whereby students are continuously led to believe that those in
positions of power have the "right" answers and that they too must interpret
literature and life from the same window, if they are to attain power and success.
Moving from one window to another, though, enables one to perceive and
understand things from many different perspectives.

It offers another layer of

perception and begins an unraveling of consciousness--a process of re-"vision." The
teacher who presents literature to her students as house o f windows--a "spreading
field" with "boundless freedom"--can open up the possibility of empowerment and
change to people who otherwise may only be able to take in an extremely narrow
view of the world.
Jam es illustrates this specific process of vision in his novel The Ambassadors.
in which the protagonist, Lam bert Strether, m etamorphoses from an inert,
unimaginative being into a "fine central intelligence" who can think critically and
make value judgements. The Ambassadors is ultimately a dram a of consciousness,
a "drama of discrimination."3 The center of the tale is obscured and lurking; it does
not come out at the reader. The plot of the story itself is triv ial-th e important
thing is the sort of person the character is. The "way" Strether sees and "how" his
mind works becomes the action of the novel. As James himself states, "[t]he answer
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to which is that he now at all events sees; so that the business of my tale and the
mark of my action, not to say the precious m oral of everything, is just my
demonstration of this process of vision" (2). Throughout the course of the story, the
reader follows Strether through a set of experiences which Strether himself does not
understand or even categorize.

Strether consistently figures things out as they

occur; and, afterwards, he constantly changes his perception of what has happened.
As James himself states in the Preface:
I accounted for everything-and "everything" had by this time become
the most promising quantity-by the view that he had come to Paris in
some state of mind which was literally undergoing, as a result of new
and unexpected assaults and infusions, a change almost from hour to
hour. H e had come with a view that might have been figured by a
clear green liquid, say, in a neat glass phial; and the liquid, once
poured into the open cup of application, once exposed to the action of
another air, had begun to turn from green to red, or whatever, and
might, for all he knew, be on its way to purple, to black, to yellow. (6)
The Ambassadors moves from ontology (what we know) to epistemology
(how we know what we know), demonstrating that process is as im portant as
content. At the close of the novel, there is ethical ambiguity as Jam es gravitates
toward much more open-endedness. Although it is clear that Strether will return
to New England in spite of his consciousness-expanding odyssey to Paris, what he
will do and how he will "be" when he gets there is up to the reader to guess. Some
critics have implied less than ambiguous conclusions to the story. For example,
F.O. Matthiessen claims that even though Strether "has awakened to a wholly new
sense of life . . . he does nothing at all to fulfill that sense" (233), thus implying that
Strether, upon his arrival in America, will retreat back to his narrow-minded
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W oolett sensibility. In contrast, D. R obert A. D urr contends that despite the fact
that Strether is returning to America, he will do so to "his materially diminished but
spiritually enlarged prospects in Woolett" (25). It is true that Jam es’s definite
ambiguity allows the story to be concluded in a variety o f different ways, depending
upon our own perception as readers. The crucial point, though, is that Strether
now -after experiencing a process of vision-"at all events," is able to see things from
m ore than one window, and the decision that he ultimately will m ake will be based
on his new m ultifaceted perspective.
The Jam esian process of vision and discrimination seems to me to be
precisely w hat our pedagogy should be all about. Strether’s journey toward the
knowledge of life in Paris can be paralleled to that of the student who daily pursues
an education in the classroom. And Jam es’s presentation of Strether’s educative
process can lend insight to many of our own teaching methods.

Just as the

conclusion o f Jam es’s novel is ambiguous and open-ended, so there also might and
should be open-endedness at the conclusion of a lesson. For instance, in light of
the recent G ulf War, I asked my Freshm an English students to write an essay
arguing when war is and is not justified. R ather than discussing the topic prior to
writing, as we usually did, I postponed the discussion until after the students had
completed the assignment. I then read aloud papers of very opposing arguments,
some which justified war in many cases, others which w ere completely against war
for any reason.

It is interesting to note that, after hearing other viewpoints,

students who previously thought that theirs was the only valid opinion began to see
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that there were questions other than their own to be considered in debating this
issue. For some students, this unit ended with much m ore uncertainty about the
topic than when they started. They began to see and talk about the fact that
education may indeed have very few "right" answers and no definite closure, that
the process of attem pting to fuse facts and ideas together may becom e more
difficult rather than easier, and that learning may present them with questions
instead of answers. Students also saw that they might end up with options and
alternatives rather than one-sided solutions and interpretations.

And after

developing the pow er of critical thinking, our students-like Strether, might well
move from being passive readers to active participants.
In addition to enabling students to "see," learning should also serve to help
them explore their identities. As most people believe, the "real" thing is what we
live; but if we look further to James, it becomes clear that the "real" real thing is
fiction. Thus, fiction can be a model and a vehicle for constructing our identities,
both individually and socially. It can provide us with the tools with which we can
structure our lives; it can give us myths and "supreme fictions" by which we can
create our own selves in reality. The various realities m irrored in literature can
function to give us another perspective on ourselves, and this subjective vision might
well provoke a new, more open perception of who we are.
In concordance with James, K enneth Burke perceives literature as a means
of "right"[ing] society and improving oneself. As Burke suggests, since proverbs are
strategies for dealing with situations, "why not extend such analysis to encompass
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the whole field of literature?" The kind of observation from this perspective should
also apply beyond literature to life in general, hence taking literature out of its
separate bin and giving it a place in a general "sociological" picture (Philosophy of
Literary Form 296). Literature in this view gives readers designs for life: ways to
deal with it. Sociological categories would consider works of art as schemes for
managing specific circumstances.4 Art forms like "tragedy" or "comedy" or "satire"
would be treated as "’equipm ent for living’ that sizes up situations in various ways
and in keeping with correspondingly various attitudes" (304). Each work of art
would becom e the addition of a word to an "informal dictionary" of life, or in the
case of purely derivative artists, the addition of a subsidiary meaning to a word
previously contributed by an originating artist. F or example, a work like Madame
Bovarv might be seen as the strategic naming of a situation which could single out
a pattern of experience that is sufficiently representative of our social structure and
which recurs sufficiently often enough for people to "need a word for it" and to
adopt an attitude towards it. In fact, the French critic Jules de G aultier proposed
adding the term "Bovarysme" to the formal dictionary and writing an entire book
to say what he m eant (300). Works of literature could then equal social definitions
for students and they could, in essence, learn a new vocabulary via literature. To
illustrate one, m ore relevant, application of this discussion, one might substitute (for
Bovarysme) synonyms such as "bourgeoisism" or "yuppieism" to show students how
Em m a Bovary herself might be looked at as a self-conceived identity construction
influenced by her society, and how we readers, then and now, sometimes engender
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our own identities based upon literary constructions such as M adame Bovary. By
reading a novel such as Flaubert’s, one can observe different perspectives on reality
and choose w hether o r not to imitate such constructions for the purpose of "righting
/writing" one’s own life.
Viewing literature as "equipment for living" is one of the things that some
teachers and adm inistrators do not want students to do. F o r if they employ these
characters as models by which to live their own lives, they might indeed deviate
from the status quo. For example, at one school where I taught, the novels One
Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest and The Catcher in the Rye were both dropped from
reading lists because, as one administrator intimated, they depict antagonists of the
system; they show students how to rebel. These words precisely echo the fear of
allowing students to discover their intellectual identities, and they illustrate the
power that literature does have. For if we control what our students read, we might
also control w hat they may become.
A nother one of the greatest obstacles to viewing literature as a strategy for
life is the M odernist sensibility of "art for art’s sake" w hich-by separating form from
content-rem oves literature from a social context.

Although pure aesthetic

appreciation in itself does have positive value and merit, it is precisely this stance
which prompts student questions such as "What good will reading this do me?" with
which this project began. However, aesthetic appreciation in conjunction with a
comprehensible, practical purpose might well be the outcome of art when one
studies both form and content. One of my primary reasons for including Henry
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Jam es in this study is to illustrate the thoroughness with which we have been
trained to see from one window, to see only what is on the surface: in this case, to
dispel the misconception that James’s works are m erely aesthetic representations
of the rich which have no use or connection to the social and political world of
"real" people. O n the surface, many of Jam es’s works may be read as novels of
manners and typical tales of high society-executions of language at its most
intellectually-sophisticated level; however, betw een the lines of the texts, they are
intricate psychological studies of hum an behavior and m otivation which can widen
our field of vision and increase our understanding of th e world around us.
Jam es’s works are perhaps some of the best with which we can dem onstrate
to students that literature is working with texts rather th an on them. We can show
students how to dig between the lines of Jam es and see that what some readers
might call over- description or effusion of dialogue is really an intricate scheme to
make the careful reader "see" the characters and the society which they represent
for him or herself. By involving the reader as he does, Jam es bestows upon him
or her the power of consciousness and discrimination.5
There are in fact many critics who do not separate form from content.
Arguing that aesthetic theory is social theory, Burke opposes the doctrine of pure
aesthetics at the heart of Modernism. A rt for him is not a rem oved linguistic entity;
rather, it is a kind of rebellious, oppositional activity. "Art’s very accumulation (its
discordant voices arising out of many systems) serves to underm ine any one rigid
scheme of living . . ." (Counter-Statement viii).

F rank Lentricchia also views
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M odernism as being connected to life. As he points out, if we put the formalist,
aesthetic categories of judgem ent aside, we may see M odernism itself as a "critically
engaged rhetoric, a response to the conditions of our lives that capitalist imperatives
have established, ingrained, and, with terrific stamina, massively sustained" (96).
And Richard Ohm ann contends that such literature provides support for the
individual person against the powerful leveling forces of social majority.

It is an

infinite source of rich, vicarious experience which permits us to imagine alternate
worlds while criticizing the present one (E n glish in America 23). Hence, art itself
becomes the "model" by which we can form our identities as well as shape, mold,
and critique them in reality. As one can see, re-reading the Modernists, as well as
any other writers, in connection with society and politics can dispel the belief that
literature has no use a n d /o r only one meaning; as well, it can pave the way for
students to see literature as a powerful vehicle for critical awareness. Concurring
with art’s power to make us see objects, people, or events in a new perspective,
Nelson G oodm an inverts the philosophy of Realism that professes art to be an
imitation of life: "that nature imitates art is too timid a dictum. Nature is a product
of art and discourse" (33).
As one can also see, I believe that education functions either to mold and
incorporate its youth into the status quo or to develop their ability to critically
analyze the world and see it from m ore than one perspective. If pedagogy is to
effect social and political awareness in students, it must allow them to transcend
their own self-centered, capitalistically-imposed way of viewing the world. It must
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teach them to question and to say no to those things that they find culturally unjust
a n d /o r offensive. It must save them from drowning in what Ira Shor and Paulo
Freire call an "uncritical immersion in the status quo" (14).
In attem pting to provide the impetus for developing our students’ critical
thinking skills, teachers must keep in mind that--no m atter how committed they
might be to a vision of social awareness and change-their students might not want
to see the world from any other window. For a great num ber of them may be
reaping the benefits of an unequal society, and those others who do not have the
sam e comforts as their peers have been led to believe that they too can attain
anything they want if they work hard enough. As Freire and Shor put it, "[mjany
students want to m ake it in a culture they perceive generally as democratic" (122).
Thus, it does not logically follow that by simply convincing our students or anyone
else that social structures are unjust, an emancipatory vision calling for the
eradication of those structures will take place. A nd as D onald Lazere asserts,
conservatives are correct in insisting that it is illegitimate for teachers
to advocate a revolutionary or any other ideological position in a one
sided way and to force that position on students-and despite the
tendentious exaggeration of the conservative critics about the tyranny
of left political correctness, this sometimes does occur. T o do so is to
replace the coercion. . . in mainstream education with coercion into
accord with an opposing ideology. (11)
Therefore, teachers of critical awareness need to keep in mind that our goal is not
to change our students but to provide them with the tools to "see" society from
more than one window. The choice of w hether or not that society needs change is
up to the students themselves.
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To open students’ minds successfully, teachers first of all must be honest and
make their students aware that their (the teacher’s) ideals are relative and that they
are based upon personal beliefs that there are things in the world which are unjust
and in need of change. And as Paine points out, there is always the danger of
begging the question of the goodness of a teacher’s social vision, assuming that their
values will naturally follow in students.

Because ideals such as equality and

democracy are not tangible concepts that inevitably emerge when one learns to
seek the truth through critical thinking, teachers need to acknowledge that
methodology alone will not ensure an alternative a n d /o r pluralistic vision of the
world.

They need to recognize that they must influence, perhaps manipulate,

students’ values through charisma or power; they cannot assume that egalitarian
values are latent in students and that the teacher’s task is merely to bring them to
the surface.

Social awareness, like all values, is contingent; and if the teacher

wishes to instill such a value in students, he or she must accept the role as
"manipulator" (563).
Although Paine’s pedagogy clearly illustrates the responsibility of the teacher,
it seems to me that we need to qualify his use of the term "manipulator," especially
since we have already acknowledged the fact that we should not force anyone to
change or to see the world in a certain way. M anipulation might simply denote
arranging or facilitating an environment--a school of w indow s-in which students are
presented with options of viewing the world from multiple perspectives, traditional
as well as alternative ones. In addition to helping students place themselves in
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front of m ore than one window, we also need to create a classroom which
incorporates both "dialectic" and "dialogic" teaching methods. By "dialectic," I m ean
that there is room for conflict between ideas and that this conflict be
accommodated and explored rather than discouraged. By "dialogic," I m ean that
ihis conflict (the dialectic) is manifested in the form of discourse betw een people.
Contrary to merely exposing them to and valorizing a potpourri of interpretations,
students, in this kind of setting, are able to interact with and speak to one another
from different windows. And because they are able to see that there are choices
to be made, it seems m ore likely that they, after drawing their own self-formed
conclusions, might also recognize avenues to action. One also needs to bear in
mind that a pluralism whose aggregate components do not speak to one another
can

onlycover over conflict rather than engender controversy which seeks

resolution a n d /o r compromise.
O ur responsibility as facilitator then would be to provide students with the
opportunity for critical insight, not to force it upon them; to put before them
questions in lieu of answers; to put them into conflict rather than consensus. As
Merod puts it:
[the] struggle can be defined for students in the U nited States and
elsewhere in much the same way Paulo Freire has defined it for
dispossessed and uneducated Third W orld peoples, as a struggle to
one’s own labor, including one’s intellectual labor. The aim of the
effort so conceived is for young [p eo p le]. . . to see how much of their
own unfound, as yet unmade, identities as thinkers and "workers" (of
any sort) is within reach only of those who name and thereby grasp
their own critical relationships. (143)
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Freire’s theory of "dialogic" education is an extremely effective means of achieving
this. As he contends in Pedagogy of the Oppressed, there can be no social change
unless education first becomes a practice of freedom. His theory illustrates how a
teacher may undergo a "conversion" to the students, whereby, in "comradeship," they
learn from each other as they struggle in the cause for freedom . "Here no one
teaches another, nor is anyone self-taught. M en [sic] teach each other, m ediated by
the world" (47).

In this cooperative academic venture, the teacher joins her

students who themselves are searching for answers. Although it is a given that one
cannot force students or anyone else into wanting to change society, the key to
advocating change is recognizing the need for it and talking about it. Freire states:
Dialogue with the people is radically necessary to every authentic
revolution. This is what makes it a revolution, as distinguished from
a military coup. O ne does not expect dialogue from a coup-only
deceit (in order to achieve "legitimacy") or force (in order to repress).
Sooner or later, a true revolution must initiate a courageous dialogue
with the people. (122)
Just as Freire insists that a revolution cannot fear the people, their expression, or
their effective participation in power, so a teacher who wants to endow her students
with the power of critical thinking cannot fear her students’ participation and power
in the process of learning.
Undergoing a "conversion" to one’s students does not call for an inverted
student-centered curriculum that merely seems to take responsibility out of the
hands of the teacher. It does, in fact, place the responsibility of leadership on the
teacher, for all change requires a leader to facilitate its effectiveness.

Making

literature and criticism viable activities, as M erod points out, requires the teacher
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to show students that they both are interrelated with a social and political context
and how this relationship works. This requires us to present texts as strategies that
carry value and exert force in the real world. It requires th at we deal with texts in
a way that "fosters intellectual ferm ent rather than making students conform to
preexisting methods of critical dogmas." The value that should be most highly
honored as the legitimating motive o f intellectual inquiry is the "absolute necessity
for the student and the teacher to pursue critical understanding wherever it leads"
( 11 ).

My vision of social and political pedagogy came about as a result of my high
school teaching experiences in w hat I had previously

perceived to be an

intellectually diverse and dem ocratic English departm ent which prom oted critical
awareness in students. However, as I got to know my colleagues, I sensed that I
was doing something different in the classroom than they were, even though some
of us were teaching the same courses with the same content. Being the kind of
person who always avoided conformity, I did not think too much about this until my
own students relayed to me what they had discussed with students from sections
taught by other teachers. These students wanted to know where my students got
"certain" ideas which "were not in the books" they had read.6 It then occurred to
m e that these other teachers were not merely teaching literature with lists of
characters and m em orization of plot as the objective, they were restricting their
students from recognizing that literature has the power to m ake them see and think
critically about society. The differences between our teaching m ethods surfaced and
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soon becam e the topic of discussion among the m em bers of our department.
Unfortunately, it becam e clear that we could not agree; and because of this, what
could have become dialogue for the betterm ent of everyone lapsed into sarcasm
and resentm ent.
W hen I left this school to pursue a doctorate, my position was filled by a
young, enthusiastic teacher who also believed in trying to make his students socially
aware.

In fact, he, much more consciously than I, geared his curriculum in a

social/political direction, focusing on works that were, as well as being noncanonical, specifically chosen for their social relevance.

F or example, in

conjunction with reading George Lamming’s In the Castle of Mv Skin, this teacher
had his students do research projects on social justice in Third W orld countries. As
the class becam e more involved with these issues, parents and other teachers in the
departm ent began to voice complaints that the teacher was not teaching literature
and that they w ere spending too much time on things th at had nothing to do with
the course. Ironically, the class was learning about and discussing precisely what
Lamming depicts in this novel, but the monologic training of those who were
opposed prom pted very unfavorable reactions to the curriculum. Unfortunately, for
his students, this teacher resigned at the end of the first year because, as he said,
"everyone made it just too difficult to teach there."
The experiences of this teacher as well as my own at this particular school
provoked me to be much m ore critical of the pedagogical methods employed in the
Ph.D. courses that I myself was taking.

I began to becom e very aware of the
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monologic methods of teaching literature that were also occurring on the university
level. Some of the professors that I had were either isolating the literature we were
reading in their own preferred theory (be it deconstruction, psychoanalysis, or
whatever), or they refused to see that any interpretation other than their own could
be valid. Fortunately, I ended up in a course taught by Professor D ana Nelson who
saw literature and society from more than one window and encouraged a dialectic
opening up of ideas.

It was in this course that I realized the need for me to

become a more socially and politically responsible teacher; as well, I realized that
I also needed to try to make other teachers aware of the necessity of becoming
socially and politically responsible in the classroom.
I am indebted to the writers and critics in my bibliography, especially Jim
Merod, Jonathan Kozol, Richard Ohmann, Jane Tompkins, Michael Apple, and
Paulo Freire, for their profound contributions to the study of social and political
pedagogy. It is due to their work that I have arrived at this turning point in my
teaching career.

My goal in this dissertation is to add to their study by

demonstrating methods through which teachers can empower their students to
become critically conscious of the society in which they live. I hope that my work
will be an impetus for all teachers (on both the high school and college levels) to
become aware of the need to present literature as a vehicle for seeing the world
through many windows.
C hapter two of this project will present a brief history of how our
educational system has acquired some of the obstacles to critical thinking with
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which we are now faced.

I will also address specific pedagogical methods

respectively practiced by teachers at

universities and secondary schools which

further im pede our students’ ability to think and make choices for themselves. In
the following three chapters, each focusing on a particular novel, I will present a
literary reading of the text as well as an analysis o f the pedagogical strategy
depicted in it. My goal is for these readings to serve as pedagogical models with
which teachers, in addition to helping students see the novels from more than one
perspective, can begin to analyze their own classroom methods and goals. While
learning to read and see from m ore than one window, I hope that students will
come to understand the power th at literature has as a tool for identity construction.
As well, I hope that they will be able to recognize th at education itself is an
institution that is not "the order o f nature," but a social construct with social goals
and m aterial outcomes that must be analyzed, weighed, and questioned. I intend
for these models to be used "dialogically" and "dialectically" rather than
"monologically" or "authoritatively." I hope that the interpretive methods employed
in these chapters will becom e available to and applicable for readers of other texts
as well.

Above all, I hope that the methods I employ will become a useable,

working p art of both students’ and teachers’ approaches to their personal
experience as well as to their future reading--that they will ultimately become
"resisting thinkers" as well as "resisting readers."7
T o illustrate literature’s effectiveness as a vehicle for critical awareness and
empowerment, I have chosen texts that tell stories about teaching: ones which can
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teach teachers about teaching and students about learning, ones which can teach
students to analyze and question what they are being taught. These works are
Henry Jam es’s The Bostonians. Carson McCullers’s The H eart is a Lonely Hunter.
and Frederick Douglass’s N arrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass. An American
Slave. All three texts depict the dynamics of student/teacher relationships: The
Bostonians and The H eart is a Lonely H unter dem onstrating m odels of negative
teaching; the N arrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass illustrating a positive
model.
In The Bostonians. Jam es depicts many distinct similarities betw een teaching
and the inflexible structure of patriarchal authority. Olive Chancellor and Basil
Ransom, the antagonists in this novel, both function as m entors for V erena Tarrant,
the emerging female orator.

Despite the diverse nature of their

intentions,

however, both of these teachers thwart V erena’s effectiveness by preventing her
from thinking critically and asserting her individuality. Throughout the novel, there
is no dialogue betw een V erena and her teachers; her voice is continually silenced
by the authority figures in her life. Consequently, V erena ends up being incapable
of thinking for herself, not to mention for a group at large. Both Olive and Basil,
for different reasons, exercise blind interpretation by insisting th at V erena see
things the way each of them does. In addition to usurping V erena’s choices, these
teachers also prevent the women’s movement from achieving any positive measures
of reform.
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Parallels between teaching and patriarchy can also be seen in The H eart is
a Lonely H unter. In this novel, McCullers’s Dr. Copeland, an African American
physician, also practices blind interpretation as he attem pts to raise the
consciousness of his race. In the end, though, he only further isolates the African
American community by teaching at them rather than to them. Copeland fails to
establish a dialogue with them so that they can understand their own plight.
Instead, like so many teachers, he places himself above his students, turning them
off before he evens begins. In essence, because he does not know how to take part
in a dialogue and m ake learning a cooperative effort, Copeland prevents his
students from helping themselves. Because he himself has been a victim of
unhealthy child-rearing practices, he unconsciously perpetuates this cycle of
oppression.
The reason that I have selected two examples of negative teaching is to
illustrate the importance of a teacher’s motivation and intention. Even though
Olive and Basil’s intentions are different from each other, their motivations for
teaching V erena are selfish and their goals preclude that of educating Verena to
truly better herself. Contrarily, Dr. Copeland sincerely wants to show his students
the way to free themselves from oppression, but he does not know the way. Both
his intentions and his motivation are selfless, but he is crippled by and unable to
get beyond unhealthy, ineffective pedagogical methods.
On the other hand, the Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass. An
American Slave depicts a very positive paradigm of teaching. For this reason, I
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have chosen to examine this text last, even though it was written earlier than
Jam es’s or M cCullers’s novel. In this autobiographical account of his life as a
bondsman, Douglass presents literacy as the pathway from slavery to freedom.
Reading symbolizes freedom which is the ability to think for oneself, to no longer
be enslaved in either body or mind, and to no longer be reduced to the condition
of a thing. Douglass becomes a teacher to his fellow slaves; and in dialogue with
them, he shows them the way to seek power over themselves. On the road to
freedom, Douglass also illustrates that responsibility comes along with knowledge
and that "seeing" makes things more difficult, presenting more questions than
answers.
As Freire demonstrates, the oppressed must free themselves as well as their
oppressors through pedagogy that touches their own experience. No liberating
pedagogy can rem ain distinct from the oppressed by treating them as unfortunates
and by presenting for their emulation models from among the oppressors. The
oppressed must be their own example in the struggle for their redemption (39).
Thus, a narrative such as Douglass’s serves to present a positive picture of how one
can liberate oneself from the tyrannies of hatred and bigotry.

Rather than

employing a novel of imperialism which presents the oppressor as an example to
imitate, students are able to see successful alternatives to the existing power
structures.

And narratives such as McCullers’s and Jam es’s which present very

unfavorable models of teaching-ones which

discourage communication and

independent thought--may serve to help students recognize their own implication
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in a system that perpetuates unjust values. By examining the issues of race relations
and gender in these works, a teacher can guide students to see how dialogue and
critical thinking work hand in hand, and how students and teachers working
together might recover those voices that have been forced into silence.
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CHAPTER II
Pedagogy, Hegemony, and Educational Institutions
The aim of education should be to teach us rather how to think than w hat to th in k rather to improve our minds, so as to enable us to think for ourselves, than to load
our memories with the thoughts of others.
Jam es Beattie

Traditions and Influences of the Past

In order to understand how and why education structures have tended not
to promote critical thinking and social awareness on a large scale, one needs to
look back at the developm ent of both the university and secondary schools. Current
arguments about curricular knowledge, pedagogy, and institutional control must be
recognized as outgrowths and consequences of the conditioning roles that schools
have always played in the ordering of society. Viewed historically, the development
of higher education m irrored that of industrialization. The growth of academic
expertise in the university reflected the evolution of corporate bureaucracy and
scientific modes of management.

As Richard O hm ann observes, the university

during this era "was gearing itself up to be a supplier and certifier of the
professionals and managers needed by large integrated corporations and by other
institutions that came into being to monitor and service the corporate social order.

28
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. . . The universities came into being along with the professional-managerial class
they educated" ("Reading and Writing, W ork and Leisure" Unpublished Essay cited
in G raff 64).
Hegem onic pressure in the forms of standardizing students and inculcating
passivity were the norm for academic practices even at universities like Yale.
Lyman Bagg’s 1866 description of freshman class recitations gives a clear illustration
o f the group thinking that was forced upon students:
. . . In a Latin or G reek recitation, one may be asked to read or scan
a short passage, another to translate it, a third to answer questions as
to its construction, and so on. . . . The reciter is expected simply to
answer the questions put to him, but not to ask any of his instructor,
or dispute his assertions. If he has any inquiries to m ake or
controversy to carry on, it must be done informally, after the division
has been dismissed. (550-52)
Clearly, "ideas" in the hands and minds of students were considered dangerous; thus,
knowledge had to be controlled.1 This pattern of indoctrination to the status quo,
rooted in Puritan education, evinces an excessive intolerance of difference. As
Cathy N. Davidson concludes, Puritan education
preserved class and gender divisions, emphasized recitation and dogma
rather than reasoning and knowledge, and thus prepared the way for
mass public education which, in the early national period, was largely
m otivated by the desire of elites to control an increasingly
heterogeneous population and to incorporate the late arrivals on these
shores into a submissive Am erican work force, ready to be even more
firmly fixed in their place by the advent of wholesale industrialization.
(62)
Puritan educational ethics and pedagogical techniques were, as Edm und S. Morgan
specifies, "not designed to give play to the developm ent of individual initiative,
because individual initiative in religion usually m eant heresy" (30).
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Davidson further emphasizes, "the Founding Fathers repeatedly stressed the need
for an educational system that would reinforce political quiescence and social order"
(62).
Likewise, the American public school system also found its roots in Puritan
philosophy. M ichael A pple points out that in the 1850’s, when the New York City
school system became increasingly solidified, schools were seen as institutions that
could preserve the cultural hegemony of an "embattled ’native’ population."
Education becam e the means by which the values, norms, and economic position
of the powerful were to be protected. Schools could be the "great engines of a
moral crusade" to m ake the children o f the immigrants and African Americans like
those in the ruling class.

Thus, for many people involved in the growth of

schooling, cultural differences were not at all legitimate.

Instead, these

dissimilarities were viewed as "the tip of an iceberg made up of waters containing
mostly impurities and immorality" (Ideology and Curriculum 66).

Carl Kaestle

vividly illustrates this attitude when he recounts a New York State Assembly report
which w arned that "’[l]ike the vast Atlantic, we must decompose and cleanse the
impurities which rush into our midst, or, like the inland lake, we shall receive their
poison into our whole national system’" (141). These "impure" masses, for the most
part, were eastern and southern European immigrants and , to a lesser degree, the
African A m erican population.

These variations in ethnic and cultural classes,

however, eventually w ere transformed, as Apple demonstrates, by the adoption of
a scientific language and made to appear as differences in intelligence.
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redefining them in the ostensibly neutral language of science, these cultural
variations becam e a problem "in differing abilities to contribute to the maximization
and control of expert moral and technical knowledge, in this way, divesting the
problem of its economic and social content." "Social control" becam e disguised by
the language of technology and science ; hence, by controlling and differentiating
school curricula, people and classes could also be controlled and differentiated as
well (76-7).
According to Marvin Lazerson, two central them es becam e apparent in
Massachusetts city schools by 1915.

O ne drew upon the reform ferments of the

years between 1870 and 1900, viewing education as a basis for social amelioration
in which the school would "uplift" the poor, particularly through new techniques of
teaching traditional moral values. The second theme, increasingly predom inant
after 1900, involved the acceptance of "industrial order" and the mirroring of that
order by the school.

It made the school’s primary function the fitting of the

individual into the economy.

By teaching specific skills and behavior patterns

(through a process of selection, testing, and guidance), schools would produce
better, more efficient citizens. These developments would transform the idea of
equal educational opportunity in America, for they made segregation-by
curriculum, social class, and projected vocational role-fundam ental to the workings
of the school (x-xi). O n one hand, these developments within the school system
might very well be looked at as "social amelioration"; however, on the other hand,
they might also be perceived as early forms of tracking, whereby students are
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trained in the values of the ruling class to help fit them into pre-established grooves
in the economic system.
Public schooling was by no means established so that everyone could join the
ruling class. A lthough schools trained students to accept the values o f the dom inant
class, they also trained them to accept the fact that not everyone can be p art of that
class. Arguing th at elite knowledge and culture are forms o f symbolic capital,
Pierre Bourdieu asserts that schools end up reproducing class inequality. In other
words, schools rem unerate some students with higher pay in the form of teaching
greater amounts o f and m ore valuable inform ation to them, while other students
are not given an equal opportunity for access to that same information.

The

unequal distribution of this kind of capital reflects and reproduces the unequal
distribution of capital on the economic level, thus increasing the power of the elites.
Moreover, curriculums contain ideologies that misrepresent and conceal inequalities
in the structure o f relationships on which social and cultural power is based.
Curriculums also disguise the contribution of schools to the reproduction of these
relations and to the power of dominant groups.
Public education as it exists today, patterned on previous models, is directed
toward the majority of the school population: the middle-class student. F or it is this
class, because of its sheer size, that needs to be kept in check. In addition to
reproducing inequality between the middle class and the powerful elites, though,
such an educational process also dispossesses those who do not m easure up to the
standards of the middle-class majority. Focusing on the "student’s" ability to cope
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with middle-class culture, Bourdieu claims that the cultural capital stored in schools
acts as an effective filtering device for the reproduction of a hierarchal society. For
example, schools, in part, recreate social and economic hierarchies of the larger
society through what appears to be a neutral process o f selection and instruction.
They take the cultural capital, the "habitus," of the middle class as innate and
employ it as if all children have had equal access to it ("Cultural R eproduction and
Social Reproduction" 71-112). In reality, though, as we have seen, not all children
have had this middle-class capital at their disposal. For just as the elites have had
access to m ore than the middle-class majority, the lower classes have had access to
even less.
Schools often divide and segregate students into groups whose chief criteria
are quality and achievement. This basis of tracking students parallels their cultural
and social class stratification; consequently, it is not surprising that a great number
of them come out of the educational system in relatively the sam e position as they
went in.

As educators, we have been trained in this model which maintains

hegemony (perpetuating and locking our students into the status quo) through its
own internal assumptions and procedures.

Samuel Bowles and H erbert Gintis

contend that educators are not the only factor which allocates individuals to a fixed
set of positions in society (an allocation determ ined by economic and political
forces); the educational "process" itself, the formal and hidden curriculum,
conditions people to accept as legitimate the limited roles they ultimately fill in
society (11-2). K enneth Burke suggests that education largely works silently at
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subterranean levels, moving us to assent to the property relations authorized by
rules, courts, laws, and educators.

These institutions educate the socially

dispossessed person to feel "that he ’has a stake in’ the authoritative structure that
dispossesses him; for the influences exerted upon the policies of education by the
authoritative structure encourages the dispossessed to feel that his only hope of
repossession lies in his allegiance to the structure that has dispossessed him"
(Attitudes Toward History 329-30). Frank Lentricchia insists that the dispossessed
place their hopes in the ruling structure because they have been trained to believe
that there is no alternative, no better one (77).

Be they positive o r negative,

humanizing or dehumanizing in their intent, the effects of such educative strategies
is the control and stratification of the working class.
What, on the surface, appears as a liberating humanist mission is,
underneath,

the

intricate

maneuverings of a hierarchal ruling structure.

Demonstrating that knowledge is power only to those who possess it or can
purchase it and who already have enough power to put it to use, O hm ann claims:
[t]he phrase ’hum an knowledge’ suggests a democracy of knowing, a
pooling of culture’s benefits, which is ill-matched by reality. For the
last two hundred years the prerogatives of managing knowledge (as
opposed to the exercise of specialized knowledge in one’s job) have in
fact become m ore and more concentrated, the power less democratic,
the benefits for ordinary people accompanied by more and more
choices in which ordinary people have had no say. (English in
America 311)
From its beginnings, then, (despite the benevolent guise of freely dispensing
knowledge to all Americans) education in the United States has attem pted to
control and limit the distribution of knowledge to certain groups of people. From
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one angle, these goals seem quite logical. For what better way to keep the select
few in power; and what better way to keep the greater num ber of people appeased
than to allot them the circumscribed knowledge to which everyone is entitled: the
knowledge that will m aintain them as the status quo? As Paul Lauter notes, "the
old elites and their allies" [the world of school and academia] sought "to impose
middle-class American ’likemindedness’ on a heterogeneous working-class
population." Labeling it "professionalization," the old elites "reorganized literary
scholarship and teaching in ways that not only asserted a male-centered culture and
values for the college-educated leadership, but also enhanced their own authority
and status as well" (442).
The literary profession has always been a powerful force in promoting the
hegemonic ideology.

Because myth, literature, and experience assured the

professional-managerial class that no real barriers would prevent personal
satisfaction, it was easy, as Ohmann notes, to nourish the suspicion that any
perceived lack of success was one’s own fault. If unhappy, one must be personally
maladjusted, perhaps even neurotic. For the people who wrote, read, promoted,
and preserved fiction, social contradictions were easily displaced into images of
personal illness or lack of ambition (Politics of Letters 83). Illustrating the shadow
that this persuasive hegemonic power casts upon the academic profession, Charles
Paine states:
Because hegemony depends on the masses’ willing consent to the
m oral and intellectual leadership established by state and corporate
leadership, and because the established (though necessarily protean)
web of institutions, social relations, and ideas must be created and
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recreated through society, it is necessary to convince the masses that
societal organization is objectively correct, in concordance with nature
or a t least with necessity. (560)
In addition to implicating academics in the manipulating forces of hegemony, Paine
also places the burden of change upon their shoulders:
In order to establish a counter-hegemony, society’s objectivity must be
undermined, and this "war of position" or "passive revolution," is
gradually achievable if, as Gramsci says, ’organic intellectuals’
(intellectuals either in sympathy with or from the masses) attain
positions of moral leadership in civil society, helping transform the
unorganized masses into an ’intellectual and moral bloc,’ participating
in the political sphere only after this is accomplished, thus becoming
an ’historical bloc.’ (137, 366)
It would seem then that schools and universities would be ideal places to foster
equality and power for all people-places where knowledge is m ade equally
available to everyone, places where everyone does succeed.

Pedagogical Conflicts over Critical Thinking

As much recent research on pedagogy indicates, there is a trend to prom ote
critical thinking in students which will enable them to recognize the hegemonic
interests of a hierarchal ruling system which structures society unequally in regards
to race, class, and gender.2 In E nglish in America: A Radical View of the
Profession. O hm ann points out:
a critic and teacher of literature whose work is fun and respectable,
but who sees little evidence that he [or she] is helping to am eliorate
social ills, or indeed serving any but those destined to assume their
own positions in the ruling class--a teacher in this dubious spot will
welcome a system of ideas and values that tells him [or her] that
politics and ideology are at an end, that a pluralistic society is best for
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all, that individual freedom is the proper social goal for rich and poor
alike, and that the perfection of self can best be attained through
humanistic intellectual endeavor. (8)
However, this O hm annian ideal is not the norm for most teachers. As Jim
M erod asserts, the choice facing most people starting out in the profession is clear.
One can follow the numerous ways to teach and publish along well-mapped
textually oriented and textually insulated lines, or one can try to fight free of the
tendency to keep everything literary and critical isolated by desocialized, apolitical
interpretive procedures. The first is the more prudent, less intellectually baffling
choice; the second is not only difficult but perhaps foolish (8). Consequently, there
exists a split in departm ents of English, whereby we who are in charge o f the
preservation and perpetuation of the literary have placed ourselves on opposite
teams: the players on one side emerging as big leaguers of the aesthetic profession,
keeping literature separate from society and politics; the players on the other side
serving as rookies, bearing the burden of bringing literature into the world as m oral
and humanizing pedagogy.
Perhaps one of the primary causes of this philosophical contest in the
teaching profession is the dismissal of pedagogy itself as a focus of our attention.
As Jane Tompkins so passionately points out in her controversial and m uch-debated
article "Pedagogy of the Distressed," we have been indoctrinated from the beginning
of our training to look down on pedagogy as a subject m atter and to deride colleges
of education as repositories of the inferior. Calling to mind a conversation between
two young men, who along with herself were competing for a fellowship, Tompkins
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states that one o f them said to the other, something to the effect that "thinking
about teaching was the lowest of the low and that anyone who occupied himself
with it was hopelessly beyond the pale and just didn’t belong in higher education"
(655). Clearly, the owner of this rem ark must have conceived himself as a m aster
of his craft rath er than a teacher. A great majority of academics embrace this same
view of the literary profession.

Such academic arrogance-m asking the fear of

pedagogy—has very debilitating effects. It removes literature from the real world,
obscuring its social significance, and prevents students from recognizing it as the
powerful and influential force for social awareness that it could be. It is precisely
our alienation of literature from society that we, as teachers, need to address. And
it is our own potential for power that we need to analyze.

For if we position

ourselves pedagogically and politically, we might enable our students to recognize
that there are alternative views of the world and that they need not be silent
subjects o f the hegemonic culture. Consequently, they might employ their critical
power to better the world by making the status quo position of the more privileged
accessible to people of all classes and allowing history to be rewritten by a future
that is not merely "transmitted" from the past. Unfortunately, this is not the case
because many educators inadvertently end up cooperating with the hegemonic
opposition, thus shoring up the already existing power structures.
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Academic Freedom or Isolationism?

O ne of the main ways in which teachers on the university level (whether
conservative or radical) cooperate with the opposition is, in our desire for power
and autonomy, by disconnecting ourselves and our work from society--and from the
opposition—in what has come to be term ed by its enemies as the "Ivory Tower." It
is this place of intellectual refuge, where thinking becomes our hallmark, that
distinguishes us from and gives us economic superiority over those who do physical
labor. Because we feel powerless in a field that has difficulty standing up to more
rigorous subjects like the sciences, the Ivory Tower has come to allow us a more
potent perception of ourselves. Ironically, however, severing ourselves and our
students from society only renders us barren of the power that we initially sought.
O hm ann contends that the Ivory Tower is where the administrative class learns to
think, w here the scientific foundations o f technology are laid, and where ideology
is built to sanction the distribution of power and wealth. In this last task, the
American literary profession has cooperated, in part, with that which they have
fought to rise above by insisting that the means to personal well-being and
wholeness is through withdrawal from social action and the achievement of allembracing states of mind (English in America 89).

Positioning ourselves in the

Ivory Tow er above the rest of society does allow us to pursue truth and beauty and
to profess our beliefs without any threat to those in positions of power in society.
However, our taking up residence there precisely illustrates the ironic contradiction
on which the English profession is built. O n one hand, it is in the Ivory Tower that
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we possess the academic freedom we so much desire, while on the other hand, it
is there that we refrain from exercising our autonomy for fear of losing it.
The Ivory Tower is a structure whose interior and exterior are fabricated
very differently from each other. Its exterior is a facade of intellectual freedom,
while its interior is, much of the time, one o f political neutrality. Its inhabitants
profess freedom and are allowed it as long as it does not encroach on the freedom
of higher powers such as administrators o r government.

In the university, as

O hm ann asserts, the ideologue settles on freedom of thought as being fundamental,
and he is willing to allow everyone that freedom so long as it does not lead to
"disruption." In practice, the dogma of academic freedom means that academics
can think and write what they like, but as th eir speech approaches political action,
they are m ore likely to find themselves w ithout a job.
Viewed from this perspective, the Ivory Tower symbolizes our reward for
remaining neutral and not inflicting our views on society at large, and for not
allowing our students to see and critique the limitations placed upon them by an
educational system which serves and maintains the status quo.3 However, we are
building a false sense of our worth as a profession by convincing ourselves that
sovereignty within our ivory-laden walls is genuine autonomy. By confining our
endeavors to the Ivory Tower, we only cooperate with the hegemonic power and
end up sacrificing the advantages we have for making literature a m eans to shed
light upon society’s flaws.

In fact, O hm ann insists that we—teachers and

intellectuals-use our status as a means of escaping the powerlessness of ordinary
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work and the seedier side of economic life in capitalist society.

In this sense,

professionalism is a claim to hum an dignity. Unfortunately, though, we succeed in
this claim at a cost to others, and also at a cost to our perception of the way in
which dignity for all people lies (English in A m erica 25).

According to Alvin

G ouldner, we, as a group, shaped by various concerns, constitute a "new class"
which is essentially elitist and self-serving, using our special knowledge to advance
our own interests and power (Future of Intellectuals 78).
In the pursuit of professionalization, the field of literary theory, like the
university itself, has m irrored the development of capitalistic production. Like most
other knowledge, it too has become a self-serving m arketable commodity, with
which we only further neutralize our potential for social and political power.
Taking the modes of New Criticism to even greater lengths, literary theory of the
1960’s and 1970’s further alienated literature from society, resulting in the study of
textuality for its own sake. Edward Said claims that literary theory at this time
proposed itself as a vehicle to synthesize the "petty fiefdoms within the world of
intellectual production," whereby as a result, "all the domains of human activity
could be seen and lived, as a unity" (3).

Ironically, however, "the oppositional

m anner of new New Criticism does not accurately reflect its ideas and practice,
which, after all is said and done, further solidify and guarantee the social structure
and the culture that produced them."4 Hence, there is "oppositional debate without
real opposition" (159-60). Literary studies have removed themselves so far from the
social events and circumstances which engender them that they not only fail to
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challenge contem porary social values and institutions, they very often end up
supporting them:
The result so far as critical practice is concerned is that rhetorical
individualism in criticism and in the texts studied by the critic is
cultivated for its own sake, with the further result that writing is seen
as deliberately aiming for alienation~the critic from other critics, from
readers, from the work studied. (173)
As Terry Eagleton points out, in its attem pt to flee m odem ideologies, literary
theory reveals its complicity with them, betraying its elitism, sexism, or individualism
in the very aesthetic and unpolitical language that it employs.

It is a view

equivalent in the literary sphere to what has been term ed "possessive individualism"
in the social sphere, much as the form er attitude may shudder at the latter. It
reflects the values of a political system which subordinates the sociality of human
life to solitary individual enterprise (196-7).
The irony is that as critics and teachers retreat from society in hopes of
rising above the sordidness of capitalism, our students are subjected, as Said
demonstrates, to the hands of "free" m arket forces which only develop and stimulate
their consumer appetites (4). In the attem pt to free ourselves from the hegemonic
powers that prom ote an unequal society, we have become trapped in our own
"critical" currency. And like the workers during the period of industrialization, we
too have becom e victims of our own progress. As G ouldner claims:
. . . even as the traditional inequities are subverted, a new hierarchy
of the knowing, the knowledgeable, the reflexive, and the insightful is
silently inaugurated. This is a central contradiction of emancipatory
intellectuals—the new universal class in em bryo-that brings a new
universal darkness at noon. ("Prologue to a Theory of Revolutionary
Intellectuals" 20-1)

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

43
It is clear that we in the field of literary theory have taken advantage of the power
we have established by creating our own caste system alienated from the rest of
society.

Safe Pedagogy

Besides removing ourselves from any overt interaction with other structures
of power and authority outside academia, we also take other m easures to establish
autonomy and insure credibility in our field of expertise. O ne o f the prim ary ways
this is done on the secondary level is by employing defensive teaching strategies in
the classroom which ultimately control students by controlling knowledge.
Defensive teaching ranges from concealing knowledge from students by teaching
with lists or outlines that eliminate potentially controversial issues, to filling students
with "select" information, be it a single literary interpretation or a specifically
chosen set of facts. Such teaching models which control access to information elicit
minimum student participation, deterring them from questioning or critically
analyzing the m aterial to which they are being exposed. Thus, even today’s teaching
methods are not so far removed from the Puritanical Yale regim entations of the
nineteenth century.5 Eagleton calls attention to the dangers of student participation
when he sardonically states that if young people are allowed to do nothing but read
books and talk to each other for a number of years, then it is possible that, given
certain historical circumstances, they will not only begin to question some of the
values transm itted to them, they will also begin to interrogate the authority by
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which those values are transmitted (200). Such a pedagogical philosophy is indeed
unfortunate. For this is exactly what students need to do; they need to question
their teachers as well as the material that they are being given. Once students are
allowed to question social authorities and power structures, they become
participants in the process of learning and can begin to make choices for
themselves.
Perhaps the most significant reason for defensive teaching is our fear of
conflict which many of us have been taught is bad. A common assumption seems
to be that, as Apple puts it, conflict is inherently negative and we should strive to
eliminate it within the established framework of institutions, rath er than see it as
one of the basic driving forces in society (Ideology and Curriculum 87).

In fact,

the National Educational Association’s guidebook teaches teachers how to avoid
conflict and play it safe in the classroom. In the passage which deals with class
discussion, it blatantly emphasizes consensus: "avoid em otion-charged topics." Such
issues "may lead to an argument. Until a group has achieved enough maturity to
keep itself under control, it is better to risk boredom than pandemonium"
("Discipline in the Classroom" 39).

It seems paradoxical that literature teachers

would seek to avoid conflict rather than welcome it, for it is through conflict rather
than consensus that science (a much m ore rigorous subject in many students’eyes)
as well as literature (as evinced in the diversity of critical theories) has m ade such
great strides.

Norm an W. Storer reiterates that the history of science and the

growth of individual disciplines has not proceeded by consensus. In fact, the most
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im portant progress in these fields has been occasioned by intense conflict, both
intellectual and interpersonal, and by conceptual revolution. It is primarily by such
conflict that significant advancement is made, not primarily by the accumulation of
factual data based on the solving of problems generated by a paradigm that all must
share.

The very normative structure of scientific communities tends towards

skepticism and not necessarily towards intellectual consensus (78-9).

It is

interesting to note that one of the main reasons th at science and math are
perceived as more im portant than literature is because they are usually presented,
as Apple dem onstrates, with a consensus theory which underem phasizes the serious
disagreements over methodology, goals, and other elem ents that make up the
paradigms of activity of scientists. By the fact that scientific consensus is usually
exhibited, students are not allowed to see that w ithout disagreement and
controversy, science would either progress at a much slower pace or not at all
(Ideology and Curriculum 89).6 It seems ironic that literature is considered less
important, especially because the content is potentially explosive, unlike science or
math. Even more ironic is the fact that, much of the time, literary disagreements
are confined to the Ivory Tower, thus packaging perhaps the most subversive subject
to appear to be the least subversive. No group can be entirely in accord. If it were,
it would be stagnant; it would never evolve or progress.

According to Lewis

Cosner, group form ation requires disharmony as well as harmony, dissociation as
well as association; and conflicts within them are by no m eans disruptive factors.
The belief that one process tears down what the other one builds up is based on a
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misconception. O n the contrary, both positive and negative factors contribute to
group relations.

F ar from being necessarily dysfunctional, a certain degree of

conflict is essential in the form ation and persistence of group life (31). The crucial
point is that we need to become comfortable with conflict.
R ath er than trying to find pedagogical methods that avoid conflict, the
question that should trouble critics [and teachers], as Merod insists, is "how to
manage curiosity and sleeping critical instincts th at really do come alive (however
imperfectly) w hen people are shown their own stakes and inherent interests. This
is the context in which intellectual identities can be form ed and set in motion"
(141). Unfortunately, instead of doing this, we continue to instruct students with
what Tompkins calls the "performance model," whereby we teach them how to
perform within an institutional academ ic setting in such a way that they will be
thought of highly by their classmates and instructors. As Tompkins admits, her
main concerns in the classroom--as are those o f many university professors and
secondary teachers-w ere to show students how smart, how knowledgeable, and how
well prepared she was. She had been putting on a perform ance whose true goal
was not to help her students learn but to m ake her look good in front of them
(654). And we all know through experience that as young children learn from
adults and older children, so students learn from teachers to imitate w hat they see.
Thus it seems only natural that students em ulate the actions of their mentors.
O ne of the most blatant examples of the "performance model" in action is
the Advanced Placem ent program conducted in A m erican secondary education: an
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elite competitive curriculum that favors "stronger" students and allows them to
bypass basic courses upon entering the university. It appears that students who
participate in the A P program are, academically and intellectually, far ahead of
those in heterogeneously-grouped middle tracks; however, analyzing the teaching
methods employed in the program would lead one to believe that AP students will
be no better qualified to think and make choices for themselves than any other
students. Ironically, A P students may be even m ore hindered from doing these
things.

It is interesting to note that these "advanced" students, who become

preferred by the university at admission, may indeed b e the same students about
whom college instructors complain because they cannot think critically or read
beyond the text. It has been my experience, after talking to many AP instructors,
that many of them teach the course with the AP test as its primary goal. When
taught in this manner, the curriculum merely serves as a vehicle to get from point
A to point B.

This m ethod further isolates and dehumanizes literature.

As

Ohm ann claims, the A P program is full of buried m etaphors (placement, credit,
level, grades) that preserve the root of our educational system. In fact, for all the
emphasis on intellectual accomplishment as its reward, the actual mechanisms and
language of A P bespeak a more mundane system of rewards: in short, the ladder
of success leading to wealth and power on which Americans desperately strive to
climb (E nglish in America 53). At this point in the students’ lives, steps to success
are in the form of grades and transcript credit; however, AP courses in the long
range represent another rung on the ladder of economic productivity.
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Having taught Advanced Placement literature and having observed the
methods of other AP instructors, I feel that the program does in fact tell students
how to perform on the test and in life if they do not w ant to fail. As Ohmann
indicates, the examinee will focus "if he knows what’s good for him," on the
technique and internal structure of the work, on the Active world as a separate
creation. The range of questions is small indeed. They rule out such matters as
why literature gets w ritten or read, whether it conveys beliefs, how it rises from and
acts upon its culture, or w hat it does to readers. The students are alienated in very
nearly the Marxian sense, and of course the ideal student is of the middle class
which encourages in its children "docility, care, tidiness, professional ambition, [and]
the wish for objectivity." The teacher’s role is to keep literature from abrading
middle-class assumptions, even when the literature itself might m ean to do so
(English in America 54-8). The fact that literature might b e powerful o r thoughtprovoking will not be m ade visible to the student molded by the AP "regime" which
restricts and controls intellectual development rather than expanding it.
Exclusively focusing on form deprives the students of personal insight and
growth.

A good example of this can be seen in the teaching of Paul Celan’s

holocaust poem

entitled

'Todesfugue"

("Deathfugue")

which was

heavily

anthologized in high school texts in the 1950’s. This work, set in a Nazi death
camp, recounts the poet’s experience of being forced to watch fellow prisoners dig
their own graves while Jewish musicians play the Tango. As John Felstiner points
out in an article on Celan’s work, students would spend a few brief preliminary
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moments on "content preparation," then move o n to assiduously analyze the poem ’s
structure and prosody. Having studied music fugues in class, they might each adopt
a voice to perform in Celan’s poem "to make th e polyphony audible," with what
effects, it is hard to know.

One journal on pedagogy advises giving the class

something historical first-b u t not about genocide, b e tte r something like Anne
Frank’s diaiy. The point is for this to happen before interpreting the poem because
"a consideration of ’Todesfugue’ could easily lapse into a discussion of the
persecution of the Jews" (30). Louise R osenblatt asserts that the treatm ent of
Celan’s work undoubtedly provided an evasion o f a recently ugly past, offering a
comfortable escape from guilt and moral complexity (76).
A work such as Celan’s 'Todesfugue" could have great social and political
impact on students if it w ere not presented as a fictive experience isolated from
reality. For instance, in a literature course on the H olocaust, I taught Elie W iesei’s
autobiographical novel Night. But instead of avoiding the issues of genocide and
racial hatred, we confronted them by using various exercises in the classroom. In
one case, the class unknowingly reenacted the scene in which the inhabitants of
W iesel’s neighborhood had to abandon their possessions to the Nazis. The students
brought some thing of great personal value to class; after telling their classmates
why it was so meaningful to them, they were forced to leave it for an unstated
period of time. Even though the students figured out w hat they were doing in the
process of the activity, they said that they were able to em pathize with someone
having his or her rights taken away. Emphasis o n th e form and technique of the
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novel came naturally when the fragmented structure and autobiographical stance
were addressed in class and followed up by first-person narratives of their
experience during the class activity. Clearly, questions on literary structure are
important, but they should not be employed in lieu of discussing hum an values. As
R osenblatt claims, "they will come to b e seen, not as ends w ithin themselves, but
as values indissociably linked with the hum an impact of the literary experience"
(76). As one can see, perform ance need not be the m ajor objective of A P English.
Critical analysis of the social and political issues addressed in the literature in
conjunction with the work’s formal qualities can involve students even more, as they
begin to recognize that the content and the structure of the work are equally
important.
The fear of failure, which is the driving force behind perform ance pedagogy
such as A P English, is indeed a negative premise from which to begin instructing
students. The reasoning behind this negative m odel of education is our own ironic
fear of winning, of engendering the intellectual identity of another person.
Concurring that fear is the issue, Jonathan Kozol states, "it is a horrifying moment
. . . when we perceive ourselves to stand at last upon the margin of our own
effectiveness. I know that it intimidates me most of all to be accepted by young
people who believe in m e

It is, in the long run, an overwhelming anguish at the

likelihood of a fulfilled and actuated passion" (114-5). A n eloquent loser can
record his failed rebellion in a moving and reflective piece of prose, but the person
who wins must stand centerstage and undertake the burden o f the future (116).
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O ne o f the ways which teachers discourage the formation of students’
intellectual identities is by providing learning experiences which have no apparent
connections to a past comprised of real people and actual events. As Kozol points
out, teachers end up sanitizing heroic figures, draining them of nine tenths of their
real passion, guts, and fervor, so they cannot influence students. T hen they glaze
them over with implausible praise and place them on lofty pedestals that fend off
any notion o f direct communication. For example, when students study M artin
Luther King, he is presented as a Negro preacher who went to college to improve
himself, believed in G od and his fellow man, and won, as a reward for his
respectable beliefs and non-violent views, the reverence of many U.S. citizens and
then the N obel Peace Prize. Left out of this focus is King’s "whole intensity, the
tactical genius and the ardent fervor that awoke within his soul for just one hour,
yet which inspires and establishes his greatness." Teachers usually do not tell pupils
that King urged his followers "to defy the law, to interrupt its norm al process and
openly obstruct its execution, so long as these actions appear to stand in conflict
with good conscience" (97). Instead of encouraging our students to recognize the
perhaps radical actions of people who did achieve a change in the status quo, we
censor what people such as King really did, thus stripping them of any impact they
might have as role models. By doing this, we isolate learning experiences from real
life instead o f connecting them to it; we discourage the em ulation of those who
dared to m ake a change; and at the very least, we sort out those who will succeed
from those who will fail. And, as John M ann writes, ”[t]he school’s imitations, like
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fake fireplace logs, are not combustible. The illusion can b e created by holding a
gas-flame under th e m .. . . [but] [i]t’s still a fake if it doesn’t go outward to where
the real fuel is" (unpublished paper presented to the John Dewey Society on March
19, 1973; cited in Kozol 83). Such educative methods can only serve to perpetuate
the status quo.
Teachers also control students and prom ote the status quo by utilizing
textbooks that omit coverage of certain powerless groups of people such as the poor
and working classes, African Americans, Native Americans, and women to name a
few. As Jean Anyon illustrates, even if the textbooks do discuss a group such as
industrial workers, for example, they only briefly mention things like low pay and
bad working conditions. And while most o f them might imply sympathy for the
plight of the worker during the period of industrialization, they end up actually
justifying the worker’s position of suffering (41). The extent to which textbooks
readily interpret and alter the history of certain groups of people is made evident
in this excerpt: "After the Civil War, several developments influenced the position
of workers.

First . . . millions of immigrants settled in large cities.

These

immigrants formed a ready supply of unskilled labor and were willing to work for
low wages under poor working conditions" (American Experience 275).7 This
particular view of history blatantly seems to omit the consequences of disease and
death inflicted upon the workers by such poor and inhuman conditions. It also fails
to m ention the fact that these people had no choice but to endure these hardships
or fail to work at all.

Teaching vehicles such as these sanction the dominant
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cultures’ point of view. They provide an invisible means of soliciting the support
of the disempowered group, thus preventing them from disrupting an economic and
social system that has not served them well. They are another example of the
disempowered’s only hope residing in the structure that disempowers them in the
first place. As Anyon points out, the transmission of such ideas by the school
imposes on these groups what Bordieu would call "cultural and symbolic violence"
(52).
A nother m ethod which precludes the development of an intellectual identity
in students is what Paulo Freire calls the "banking concept." As he demonstrates,
the teacher employing this m ethod talks about reality as if it were motionless, static,
compartmentalized, or else she expounds on topics completely alien to the lived
experience of the students. H er task is to "fill" the students with the contents of her
narration-contents which are completely detached from reality and disconnected
from the social totality that engendered them and could give them significance.
Words are em ptied c f their concreteness and become "hollow, alienating verbosity."
Hence, education is merely an act of depositing, in which the students are
depositories and the teacher is the depositor. Instead of initiating dialogue and
communicating, the teacher issues communiques and deposits information which the
students receive, memorize, and repeat (57-8).

This 'banking concept" allows

students only to amass the information they are allotted. It is one that accrues no
growth, no maturity, and no interest.
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The most common example of employing the "banking concept" in teaching
literature is what I call the ,rblind interpretation strategy" in which a teacher insists
that "his" or the reading with which he concurs is the one and only m eaning for a
text, thus closing his eyes to any other. This m ethod assumes that someone (author,
critic, teacher) has privileged access to the truth. Blind interpretation leaves little
or no room for questioning a text and pays homage to the "intentional fallacy." It
merely provides another lesson in passivity and does not allow students to think for
themselves.8 Be it from a fear of conflict, from having been trained by traditional
rote methods of instruction, or from the desire to be the center of knowledge, a
teacher’s refusing to accommodate questions or differing points of view indeed
weakens the power and influence that literature potentially has in the classroom.
In addition, limiting the way that literature is read and interpreted is a usurpation
of choice-an attem pt to make everyone the same. And blind interpretation is also
one of the most effective means of keeping literature disconnected from society and
politics: a guise which only hinders students from learning to cope with a real world
that indeed does not cover over conflict.

Cooperative Connections

As one can see, defensive teaching only puts our students and us on opposite
sides of what should be a team. It seems to me that we need to join forces and
become an offense on which we work together towards a goal which can empower
our students.

R ather than invalidating literature by disconnecting it from our
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students’ experiences, we need to connect it so they can see it from their own
perspectives as well as from the perspectives of others. For in literature, as in life,
the reader is confronted with a host of interpretations, one perhaps being no less
valid than another. W e need to teach our students to read and interpret literature
for themselves rather than to accept blindly some absolute meaning handed down
from above.
Bruce K. M artin illustrates the limits that one learns to put on figuring out
life’s experiences by being taught to "read" according to the privileged point of view:
. . . to insist that there is ultimately but one meaning or one kind of
structuring principle to a piece of w riting-and to believe that the point
of reading or teaching that piece is to find such a meaning or
structure-seem s to me no less absurd than insisting on a single,
definitive meaning to one of life’s shocks--as if either the experiential
shock or the piece of writing will not inevitably adm it a number of
equally plausible ways of viewing it. (380)
Like life, a text catches us, as Eagleton phrases it, "on the hop"; our experience as
readers, like our wider human experience, dem ands that we acknowledge a
"meaninglessness which is at the same tim e a rich meaningfulness undeterminable
by any single interpretation or analysis" (M artin 381). F or example, deconstruction
and feminist theory might be used side by side in a literature class to illustrate to
students that there is not one "privileged" way to interpret a piece of literature.
Affirming the efficacy of looking at literature and at life from m ore than one angle,
M erod claims:
It might be a purpose gained by clarifying for one another, and for
students of texts at every level, the affiliation betw een interpretation
and the world in which interpretations live and die, the way they are
accepted and inhabit existing political realities or, left alone (ignored,
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rejected, patronized), become dissenting-som etim es successful-antagonists of the dominant system. (117).
A good teacher must encourage students to connect literature to life in ways that
open up a text rather than drift away from it. In this way, we will not lose the
lessons of its cultural context: i.e. the im portance of relating the work to its own
cultural and political moment; to the author’s (which may be later in time); and to
the students’ perceptions of their own realities as well as to our own. A ll are
needed. By teaching students to think critically and see from more than one
window, we might provide them with the tools to m ake "sense" of things which, as
M artin cogently puts it, is not the same as determining what they "mean."
Hopefully, these tools might teach them to think realistically and usefully about
their own lives and give them the means for themselves to answer those neverending questions: "Why do I have to read this? How is it going to help m e? W hat
does it have to do with my life?"
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CHAPTER III
Voices of Silence In The Bostonians

There are two ways of spreading light: to be the candle or the mirror that reflects
it.
Edith W harton

One novel with which teachers can challenge students to think critically
about society and about their education is Henry Jam es’s The Bostonians. This text
which addresses topics that are extremely controversial and which criticizes many
authoritarian structures of power can also challenge teachers to think critically
about their own pedagogical practices. One imperative issue which James brings
to the attention of his readers is the predicament of women in a patriarchal society.
In the course of reading this novel, readers often raise the question of whether or
not The Bostonians is a pro-feminist text. What is most essential in examining The
Bostonians is not whether James supported the feminist movement; rather, it is the
fact that he wrote about it. The important thing, in my opinion, is not that we
answer this question but that we make our students aware of both sides of the issue.
The point is that Jam es poses a voice in a political dialogue, and, as teachers, we
can participate in that political dialogue.
The Bostonians depicts the education of V erena T arrant whose promising
young voice for the women’s movement is directed and manipulated by her forceful
mentors. V erena is a student whose pliable mind awaits the shaping influence of
57
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her teachers. However, she is caught between two conflicting forces which attem pt
to mold her according to their own image and likeness. Olive Chancellor seeks to
impose her feminist ideology on Verena, while, at the same time, Basil Ransom
tries to d eter V erena from the women’s movement and shape her into the
stereotypical Southern "lady on a pedestal." V erena is an example of the student
who is trained to be a "performance model."

Beginning with her parental

upbringing, she becomes a repository for the ideas of those in authority, trained
only to accept what she is taught, not to participate in active dialogue with her
teachers. F or this reason, V erena remains dependent, unable to think critically or
make decisions for herself. It is my contention that V erena has been trained to
avoid conflict and to fear her teachers, and it is this kind of teaching that thwarts
students from discovering a voice and an intellectual identity of their own. By
analyzing the relationship of V erena to her m entors, though, we might be able to
recognize and overcome obstacles to effective pedagogy and active dialogue with
our own students. And by analyzing these dynamics with them, we might empower
our students to become critical of the kinds of teaching they receive.
Throughout the novel, V erena struggles betw een accepting the conventional
script of m arriage or the alternative one of becoming a reform er in the feminist
movement. She possesses the skill to evolve into a great orator, and she is exposed
to women who share her concents for equality.

Ultimately, though, V erena is

thwarted in h er feminist endeavor since she has no successful fem ale role models
to emulate, and the novel ends with her succumbing to the standards set for women
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by her society, allowing herself to be dom inated by her prospective husband. In a
book appropriately entitled W riting a W oman’s Life. Carolyn G. H eilbrun sheds
light upon the plight of V erena as well as that of all women caught within the
confines of such patriarchal authority.1 In this text, H eilbrun reveals the very
limited plots from which women can choose to direct the course of their lives: the
traditional m arriage plot in which the woman allows herself to be courted with the
illusion that she will live happily ever after; or the w arped plot in which the
exceptional woman dares to break the pattern and start a new life on the fringes
of society. In many cases, it is the female intellectual like V erena who chooses this
path in an attem pt to free herself from the restraints of patriarchal domination.
Before one is able to perceive V erena in this light, it is essential to
understand the theory of female roles and the obstacles that w om en face when
attempting to deviate from the conventional. H eilbrun contends that women live
their lives through texts, that stories serve as models for life. W hether they are
written or passed down orally from one generation to another, these stories form
them all. They are what women must use to m ake new narratives (37). The female
destiny of safety and closure, which has always been held out to women as the ideal,
is not a place of adventure, experience, or life. O n the contrary, safety and closure
(and enclosure) are the m irror of the Lady O f Shalott who stands locked away from
the real world, prevented from experiencing life directly since she must see it
through the window of a male (20).
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Only the traditional role of courtship and marriage seems to promise success.
Romances which end when the woman is m arried at a very young age are the only
stories that, for women, end with the same sense of peace that is found in the lives
of m en (39).

For a short time, during the courtship period, the illusion is

m aintained that women, by withholding themselves, are central.

However, as

H eilbrun points out, women are only allowed this brief period in the limelight, the
part of their lives most constantly and vividly enacted in a myriad of representations
and illusions, to encourage and compensate them for the acceptance of a lifetime
of marginality (21).
Any different, more moving life for a woman is filled with pain and anxiety
and has a high pricetag attached to it. According to Mary Jacobus, even more
costly is the life of a woman who accesses a male-dominated realm. This crossing
of gender barriers brings with it alienation, repression, division: "a silencing o f the
’feminine,’ a loss of women’s inheritance" (10). H eilbrun proposes that women
must come together collectively to write new stories which break the old
conventional plots; they must become the role models which presently do not exist.
"There will be narratives of female lives only when women no longer live their lives
isolated in the houses and stories of men" (46-7).
For the woman who wishes to live a quest plot as men’s stories allow, a
scandal or some kind of action which violates society’s standards must take place
to force her out of the mainstream, freeing her to start a new life. For example,
G eorge Eliot took herself out of the conventional m arriage plot only by living with
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G eorge H enry Lewes who could not divorce his legal wife (46-9). This woman who
writes herself a new life beyond traditional expectations has usually recognized in
herself a special gift without name or definition which sets her apart from others
(96). Thus, before the woman even begins her quest, she is alienated from the rest
of society; and, in her search to fulfill her dreams and ambitions in a genderrestricted world, she must flounder and fight on her own.
This is precisely the predicament into which the women in The Bostonians
are forced. Throughout the novel, both V erena and Olive attem pt to break out of
the safety and closure of Shalott and perceive life from a window which affords a
much w ider view. Consequently, their accessing male territory (in this case the
world of politics and public speaking) causes them either to become alienated as
is Olive or to give up their quest for equality as V erena eventually does. This lack
of choices for V erena is pedagogically reinforced by Olive and Basil who both serve
as teachers to her. Olive instructs V erena on how to achieve independence by
renouncing m en altogether, while Basil, like a fearful chauvinist, steers V erena away
from any ideas which are in conflict with his own.
A nother issue on which The Bostonians focuses is the conflict between the
private and public lives of women. A person’s private life (how one is brought up,
what one is taught, what one experiences in the home) is one of the most essential
keys to how a person conducts his or her public self. As teachers, we know that our
students bring their private selves with them to the classroom every day. We also
know that we have the power to influence how and what our students think; thus,
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we play a great role in the form ation of their personal lives. In essence, then, what
one is taught by parents and teachers becomes one’s personal life. James, too, is
very much aware of the relationship between the personal and the public, and, as
Judith Fetterley points out, his daring lies not in his moving from the public to the
private, but rather in his moving from the private to the public. The perception at
the heart of The Bostonians is not, as Irving Howe contends, that "’ideological
obsessions . . . will leave their mark . . . on the m ost intim ate areas of private
experience,’" but rather that the conditions of one’s private life will determ ine the
nature of one’s ideology (116). This reversal is particularly true for women as
Jam es dem onstrates through his fem ale Bostonians.

V erena, for example, is

brought up in her private life to please others, and it is, in fact, only when her
father physically and mentally manipulates her that she is able to assert herself
publicly.

Likewise, Olive’s social education dictates that women be publicly

ostracized if their private lives do not mesh with th at which is deem ed publicly
acceptable for them. In contrast to what Howe purports, it is, in fact, the personal
ideologies of the Bostonian women that determ ine the scarred nature of their public
selves.
H eilbrun illustrates that the private and public lives o f women cannot be
linked. We hardly expect the career of an accomplished m an to be presented as
being in fundam ental conflict with the demands of his m arriage and children; he
can allow his public life to expand occasionally into the private sphere without guilt
or disorder. W omen who have done this, though, are unable to write exemplary
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lives; they do not dare offer themselves as models, but only as exceptions chosen
by destiny or chance (25). Women, by definition, as Fetterley suggests, are private
property and by experience private creatures. Thus, if one wishes to treat women
accurately and seriously, one m ust grant primacy to the private sphere.

For

example, while Howe seeks to underm ine Olive’s private experience by seeing it as
the scar of an ideological obsession, an alternative reading of Jam es’s novel can
suggest precisely the opposite, for he grounds his story in an intensely personal
struggle and sees in it the defining condition of his country and his culture (116-7).
In other words, the private self does influence the public self; and the reason that
this has not been widely recognized or accepted is because women themselves are
not recognized or accepted, by anyone else besides feminists, to be any "thing" other
than "private creatures."
Ultimately then. The Bostonians depicts a woman’s search for empowerment
in a m ale-dom inated society. The systematic dominance of m en and their desire
to obliterate independence in both the personal and collective identities of women
is precisely the situation in the novel. H eilbrun claims that "the true representation
of power is not that of a big man beating a smaller m an or a woman. Power is the
ability to take one’s place in whatever discourse is essential to action, and the right
to have one’s p art matter," be it in marriage, in friendship, or in politics (18).
Viewed in this light, V erena’s search for power is the search for a voice, the search
for a "self." Unfortunately, though, throughout the period of h er social education,
V erena is under the tutelage of people whose ends do not take into account her
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needs or desires.

Because she is caught between two people who struggle to

reorganize the world as well as her according to their own perceptions-to
indoctrinate h er with their own creeds—she cannot assess her alternatives or see that
no m atter which road she takes (be it Olive’s or Basil’s), it will not be her own.
The engendering of the self and a voice of one’s own is a difficult process which
requires the debate and critical assessment of beliefs imposed upon us by others.
The conception of self requires teachers to present students with the knowledge that
alternatives do exist and that beliefs other than their own need not be rejected as
false. Since Olive and Basil each refute and dismiss the other’s values, since they
refuse to engage in a dialogue with V erena, they make it practically impossible for
her to recognize the possibility of having an id en tity -a discourse-of her own. And
if one’s public self is determ ined by one’s private self-w hich for a woman like
V erena must struggle to define itself in a m an’s w o rld -it is clear that Verena’s
upbringing will render her incapable of asserting her voice and standing up for a
cause unless told to do so. It is also clear that Olive, having always lived in fear of
asserting herself, will have trouble choosing any other alternative than to act as she
does (preventing V erena from seeing the world from any window other than her
own) in regard to educating Verena and her fellow suffragists.

In the beginning of the novel, V erena’s vision for women and their quest for
equal rights appears honest and hopeful:
"When I see the dreadful misery of mankind and think of the suffering
of which at any hour, at any moment, the world is full,. . . it seems to
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me as if I had been born to feel them; they are in my ears in the
stillness of the night and before my face in the visions of the darkness.
It is what the great sisterhood of women might do if they should all
join hands, and lift up their voices above the brutal uproar of the
w o rl d . . . . W e m ust rem em ber that it is ours t o o . . . . It seems to me
that we might stop it, we might invent something better." (85-6)
V erena’s intentions, at this point, seem to be sparked by her own beliefs and her
awareness of the grave injustices of society; she contends that the pathetic state of
society is due to poor management on the part of the m ale sex. According to
Judith Wilt, in the beginning, V erena’s feminism, as we see in her appeal, contains
elem ents of both the apocalyptic feminist critique of patriarchy and the alternative,
woman-value-centered world" (307):"’. . . what I should like to press home to each
of you, personally, individually . . . [is] the vision of the world as it hangs
perpetually before me, redeem ed, transfigured, by a new m oral tone. There would
be generosity, tenderness, sympathy, where there is now only brute force and sordid
rivalry’" (268).
V erena’s words eloquently echo the sentiments of Mary Wollstonecraft
whose philosophy and cause were inspired by her observance o f the need to reclaim
autonomy for her sex. H er aim was to educate eighteenth-century women to the
point w here they could evolve into independent, useful m em bers of society, which
as she asserts in her Vindication of the Rights of W oman, is the ultimate
responsibility of educated persons (59).2 Unfortunately, as the story progresses, we
learn that V erena is not speaking with her own voice and that she has not been
allowed to develop a mind or a will of her own. Plied and prodded by manipulative
parents to becom e a platform prodigy, Verena has been trained as a "performance
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model" who speaks and acts so that others will think highly o f her: V erena "smiled
with all her radiance, as she looked from Miss Chancellor to him [Basil]; smiled
because she liked to smile, to please, to feel her success-or was it because she was
a perfect little actress, and this was part of her training?" (90). V erena had never
been allowed to have a norm al childhood, for her father had begun to force her
"gift" out of her from the time she was a small girl. O ne would think that such a
precocious child would m ature quickly. The irony of this, however, is that instead
of being able to think critically and make decisions for herself, she is a receptacle
for the intellectual deposits of her father and other teachers such as the feminist
Miss Birdseye whom her parents deem important: "[t]he girl was both submissive
and unworldly, and she listened to her m other’s enum eration of the possible
advantages of an intimacy with Miss Chancellor as she would have listened to any
other fairy-tale" (92).
Even though V erena possesses the potential for being a successful role
model for women, her upbringing has not been the kind to allow her to explore
herself and her options so that she can participate critically in a social dialogue.
In fact, V erena begins her feminist activism before having any sort of insight into
her own identity:
She had no particular feeling about herself; she only cared, as yet, for
outside things. Even the development of her ’gift’ had not m ade her
think herself too precious for mere experiments; she had neither a
particle of diffidence nor a particle of vanity. . . . H er ideas of
enjoyment were simple; she enjoyed putting on her new hat, with its
redundancy of feather, and twenty cents appeared to h er a large sum.
(99)
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The more Jam es reveals V erena’s character to the reader, the m ore her naivete and
lack of awareness become apparent. H er interests as well as h er imperviousness
to being toyed with by others hint at no introspection; in reality, she does not
possess any specific beliefs or convictions of her own.

"What was p art of her

essence was the extraordinary generosity with which she could expose herself, give
herself away, turn herself inside out, for the satisfaction of a person whom made
demands on her" (370).
Alfred Habegger severely indicts Jam es for characterizing V erena as
incapable of asserting her voice or making decisions for herself. According to him,
V erena has enjoyed an extremely unrestrained childhood and possesses a lively
assertive spirit:
It is all wrong that she should so completely renounce thought for
sentiment. Torn as she is between Olive’s and Basil’s views, she is
never once shown comparing them, thinking about them , trying to work
the conflict out. H er only arguments are token protests, followed by
silence. For a girl with her free-and-easy background and fondness for
being heard, this silent acquiescence does not ring true. (223)
Careful reading, however, shows that V erena is not brought up quite so freely. It
is in fact her parents who control her and allow her to be exploited by others. It
seems not only more accurate, but more fair, to say that V erena has been
prohibited-driven by the fear of failure-from asserting her own voice or even
finding it. As a student, V erena performs only to impress and reflect praise back
onto her teacher. W hen she is first coerced into speaking a t Miss Birdseye’s, she,
in fact, reveals her insecurity twice to her m other by admitting that "’it isn’t me’ .
. . it was some power outside . . . [which] seemed to flow through her " (80). She
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is so frightened of failing to prove herself that she asks Mrs. Farrinder "if she
wouldn’t strike o u t-ju st to give her courage" (80). W hen she is finally forced to
speak to the group, the narrator even intimates th at she is dumb-founded until her
father actually coaxes the "spirit" into her:
D octor T arrant looked at no one as he stroked and soothed his
daughter; his eyes w andered upward, as if at an imaginary gallery.
’Q uietly-quietly,’ he murm ured from time to time. ’It will come my
good child, it will come. Just let it w ork-just let it gather. The spirit,
you know; you’ve got to let the spirit come out w hen it will.’ (83)
Will V erena really be able to speak for herself here?

Will this be her voice

animated by the muse of freedom ? I think not. She does not seem to be capable
of speaking on her own; for she has been taught to follow blindly and not to think
for herself. In this sense, V erena’s background proves to be something other than
"assertive" and "unrestrained."
Having been trained from the start to perform rather than to think for
herself and to question what she is taught, V erena’s learning experiences have
prepared her blindly to accept her teacher’s interpretation and to become a prime
repository for the "banking concept" of education. A t this point, V erena is unable
to resist the dem ands placed upon her by her parents, as well as those that will
soon be imposed on her by Olive and Basil. Elizabeth M cM ahan suggests that
V erena’s mind is a tabula rasa—vulnerable to the preying and perceptive-on which
Olive first imprints her feminist manifesto, then Basil the firm stamp of his own ego
(248). And H abegger contends that V erena’s oratory represents "not a surging selfexpression but a lesson learned by rote that bears no relation to her true feminine
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nature" (62). "Basil [as well as Olive] reincarnates the spirit of the forceful mentor;
V erena turns out to be the perfect receptacle for his [and Olive’s] teaching[s]. H er
answ er-one of sweet (though delayed) accord, proves her to be the ideal protege,
with no independence of thought." She is the "apotheosis of nonrational feminine
sentiment, and her inmost nature softly receives the penetrating, Ransoming
doctrine" (223). As we have seen, students need to be allowed to learn and develop
at their own pace; they need to be presented with options and alternative views in
order to develop into independent thinkers. On one level, V erena is presented with
two different sets of beliefs: Olive’s and Basil’s. Unfortunately, though, V erena has
been trained to parrot ideas, not to critique them. And considering that both her
teachers expect her to sympathetically reflect their b eliefs-to only see things from
one restricted w indow -the rest of V erena’s actions make perfect sense.
Fetterley’s theory of reading espouses the need for seeing things from more
than one window by suggesting that the feminist critic becom e a "resisting reader"
rather than an assenting one. By this refusal to assent, the reader will begin the
process of exorcising the male mind that has been im planted in us.3 Consequently,
books will no longer be read as they have been in the past and thus will lose their
power to bind us unknowingly to their designs. By renaming the reality that the
books reflect, we can change literary criticism from a closed conversation to an
active dialogue (xxii-iii). Although Fetterley is speaking for the feminist critic, I
contend that her theory can and should be employed by all readers and critics—by
all students-and applied to realities both within and outside of fiction. If students
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learn to "resist" dogmatic, hegemonic world views in fiction, they might also apply
this same lesson to corollary real world situations. For example, if they choose to
do so, they can carry the political dialogue of The Bostonians outside of the
classroom into their own lives. The "resisting reader" is in fact what V erena might
have become had she been allowed or encouraged to do so. A nd if she had had
more open-minded mentors, she might have been capable of "exorcising" herself
from the restraints of monologic pedagogy in which she has been bound and of
successfully summoning her own spirit rather than having to rely on her father.
Ironically, Verena, who for her own personal convictions is not worth much
to her mentors or even to herself is seen by those around her as a com m odity-a
valuable object to be appreciated and consumed.

Those who have a use for

Verena, especially those in the movement-including her parents, are quick to assign
pricetags to the spokesperson for their cause:
H e [her father] looked with longing for the mom ent when V erena
should be advertised among the ’personals.’ . . . H um an existence to
him, indeed, was a huge publicity, in which the only fault was that it
was sometimes not sufficiently effective.. . . They had brought in no
money; they had been delivered only for the good of the cause. If it
could only be known that she spoke for nothing, that might deepen the
reverberation; the only trouble was that her speaking for nothing was
not the way to remind him that he had a remunerative da ug ht er .. . .
Disinterestedness, too, was incompatible with receipts; and receipts
were what Selah Tarrant was, in his own parlance, after. (120-1)
Oddly enough, it is through Basil (who eventually derails V erena’s oratorical career
to m ake her into his private tabletop perform er) that we learn that Mrs. Farrinder’s
concern for the cause may indeed discount her ostensible concern for Verena:
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R ansom saw that he should not in the least discover Mrs. Farrinder’s
real opinion, and here dissimulation added to his impression that she
was a wom an with a policy. It was none of his business w hether in her
heart she thought V erena a parrot or a genius; it was perceptible to
him th at she saw she would be effective, would help the cause. H e
stood alm ost appalled for a moment, as he said to himself that she
would take her up and the girl would be m ined, would force her note
and becom e a screamer. (88)
In this sense, V erena is a commodity to be exchanged in the nam e of freedom. She
will be consumed, used up, by Mrs. Farrinder and other reform ers like her. It is
interesting to note that Basil is conscious of the fact that V erena herself will be sold
in selling the cause. His being "almost" appalled by Mrs. Farrinder’s intentions
foreshadows his own prem editated mercenary design of employing V erena’s talents.
In either case, V erena herself will gain nothing from her efforts. Elizabeth Allen
claims that V erena apparently signifies so much to the people around her that she
really signifies very little at all except, as her function in the text, the blank passivity
of the (any) fem inine principle. The Bostonians is in part a final reduction of the
way society m anipulates and seizes the female as sign, so that each and every active,
greedy individual can re-interpret and claim the American girl for his [or her] own.
No longer does she even have the autonomy or clarity of signifying anything distinct,
perhaps only "potential" potential meaning (84-6). In other words, V erena can be
"some" thing for everyone else, but "no" thing for herself.

She is taught exactly

what her teachers think that she needs to know to reflect th eir agendas and needs
rather than to think for herself. V erena’s education has lim ited her to "performing"
a function: to speak for the women’s movement rather than to find herself within
it. As she speaks for it, she speaks for profit: for Olive, for Mrs. Farrinder, for all
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who, for one reason or another, stand to gain from her accomplishments. Verena
is an agent, no different from the models and actors who blindly follow scripts that
endorse products which they themselves may not believe in o r even use. And unless
we educate our own students to the injustices o f our society, they too could end up
like V erena, as nothing m ore than commodities to be processed into the great chain
of production, used up, and essentially replaced by younger, m ore valuable ones.
Unless we expose our students to different views and opinions, allow them to
explore their own thoughts and ideas, encourage them to take part in social
dialogue, they, like Verena, might unknowingly cooperate with a hegemonic system
which unequally distributes power and influence, using them as the m ute, uncritical
tools to do so.
As a "performance model," V erena has been raised to satisfy those in
positions of power and authority. H er desire to please immediately sets up the
structure of a teacher/student relationship; and, rather than preparing her to
become an independent person with a voice of her own, her education only teaches
her to be dependent upon those with more power than she possesses. M erla Wolk
observes that this weakness, may have its psychic usefulness.

F or one who

predicates one’s actions on pleasing others receives love and safe harbor by means
of such an accommodation. But V erena’s assuming the role of the "good girl" [in
either Olive's or Basil’s eyes] requires a "sacrifice of the active power of the self’
(56), a loss much greater than anything she might gain from her renunciation.
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Ironically, this sacrifice of "self'--or in V erena’s case, the "potential for self'-w as
m ade to her natural parents long before Olive or Basil showed up on the scene.
Both Olive and Basil become m entors who, in their relationships with
V erena and in their attempts to control her life, vie in a struggle for power. As
each of these characters tries to rescue V erena from the other, though, they engage
her as the rope in a tug of war. This is a prim e occasion w here Verena needs to
question her teachers rather than submit to them.

But as we have seen before,

V erena has been brought up with a fear of confronting and questioning authority,
and she has not been instructed in the a rt of critical thinking or dialogue.. Hence,
it is not surprising that V erena’s new avenues of education, via Olive and Basil,
prove to be equally if not more mind-restricting than those of her parents. Even
though neither Olive nor Basil proves to be a good teacher for Verena, one must
understand that they are both operating under the demands placed upon them by
a patriarchal society. It is also essential to understand the different forces and
restraints such a society respectively applies to the m en and women who are part
of it. Viewed from one window, Olive may seem equally as evil and manipulative
as Basil in her treatm ent of Verena. However, viewed from another window with
a wider angle, it is only Olive’s means that can be construed as bad, while Basil’s
end as well as his means is malevolent. It is my contention that 01ive--a prisoner
of the patriarchal system—has no other viable choices and that she is forced into the
course of action she takes in educating Verena.
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Many critics indict Olive as a wicked stepm other who plots to steal Verena’s
freedom and hold her captive in their relationship. For example, Wolk diagnoses
the intense union betw een Olive and V erena as a "corrupted m other/daughter
dyad," with Olive acting as the "incorporating .m other who perversely governs her
child’s life and language" (51). McMahan claims that Olive is as possessive as any
jealous husband might be; she deludes herself into thinking that she allows her
friend to be "as free as air." She controls V erena through dark looks and her
"fearful power of suffering," while telling herself that a relationship such as theirs
should be based upon a mutual respect for each other’s freedom (244). O ther
critics imply that their relationship corrupts the very nature of male/female
relations, thus suggesting lesbianism and viewing it as unnatural.

William

McMurray accuses Olive of not seeing that the freedom she would win for women
is pitched at an absolute level that strikes at the heterosexual basis of human
existence.

Homosexuality in Olive is the biological evidence of a rigid self-

centeredness that has blinded itself to the heterogeneous character of reality (341).
And W alter F. W right attests that both romance and Jam es are on Ransom’s side.
For even if one does not read lesbianism into the story, one can still recognize a
serious evil in Olive's obsession.

If Verena were not dramatically rescued by

Ransom, she would be in danger of losing her very freedom itself (95).
It seems clear that those critics who crucify Olive for her actions lack the
sensitivity to em pathize with her plight and the interest to entertain or even tolerate
her feminist agenda. W hether Olive is read in terms of a domineering mother, an
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insecure spouse, or a sexual deviant, she - i n every case -is categorized as a bad
woman. The fact of the m atter is that Olive’s end of furthering the feminist cause
is ignored, and the reasons for her having to employ the m eans she does are not
investigated. Perhaps the primary accusation m ade against O live is that for all the
noise she makes about female rights, she would stoop low enough to buy V erena
from her parents, thus enslaving her in the nam e of freedom . Arguably, though,
Olive is "forced" to buy V erena in hopes of bonding together collectively to write
a new script and to create a role model for women trapped ben eath the wings of
men. She has no other m eans of establishing an association w ith V erena en route
to effecting larger social changes than to "ransom" her from h e r money-hungry
parents who nam e the price for their daughter’s freedom. O live’s being forced into
buying V erena can be paralleled to the abolitionist purchasing o f slaves from their
owners during the Civil War. li was, in fact, as H erbert A ptheker indicates, a
significant part of the work of the abolitionist movement to appeal for funds for
free people to purchase the liberation of relatives as well as for the abolitionists
themselves to buy a slave’s freedom (62).4 W hen viewed from this window, women
are "forced" into feminism as a means of natural survival m ade necessary by the
unnatural m ale-dominated way of life prescribed and fostered by society. Female
bonding is analogous to and arguably an antidote for the socially-sanctioned male
bonding called patriarchy.

Concurring with the inevitable position into which

women are compelled, Fetterley states:
. . . in the fate of Olive and Verena, one can read the central tenets of
radical feminism: women will never be free to realize and becom e
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themselves until they are free of the need for men, until they know
their basic bonds are with each other, and until they learn to m ake a
prim ary commitment to each other rather than to the m en who would
so basely ransom them. (153)
The irony in Olive’s purchasing V erena like the abolitionists purchased slaves is that
eventually V erena becomes absolutely (although benevolently) controlled by Olive,
thus placing her [Olive] in the position of m aster rather than liberator.
A t the commencement of their tim e together, Olive’s plans are to teach
V erena to see the world from a new p erspective:" . . . it was her belief, or at least
her hope, that an educative process was now going on for V erena (under her own
direction), which would enable her to make such a discovery for herself' (141).
However, as their m entorship progresses, Olive tells V erena that
"you must be safe, . . . you must be saved; but your safety must not
come from your having tied your hands. It must come from the growth
of your perception; from your seeing things, of yourself, sincerely and
with conviction, in the light in which I see t h e m . " (152)
Olive’s pedagogical goals are admirable: it is clear that she wants to enlighten
V erena to the bonds of male domination; she wants to open V erena’s eyes to the
darkness in which women have lived for so long. But it is also clear th at Olive’s
educational methods are not the best. W hen Olive qualifies "how" V erena will
newly look at things "in the light in which I see them," she is like the teacher who
teaches what to think rather than how to think, the teacher who is threatened by
interaction and the m utual exchange of ideas. Even though Olive’s course of action
is unhealthy and unproductive, it is, nevertheless, understandable. For as Fetterley
asserts, even as Olive engages in the apparently blatant act of power in buying
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V erena from her parents, she must live with the ever-existing possibility of "a
change of pocket if not of heart." Olive cannot secure her relationship with V erena
because there is no legal, moral, or psychological sanction for it (133). Unlike the
m en in V erena’s life--Ransom or B urrage-O live has no societal rights to form a
collective friendship with V erena in support of her cause. In contrast, the men
possess the privilege to own and alter V erena if they choose to do so.
Olive’s goal of enabling women to assert them "selves" and their voices
collectively is her impetus for bonding with V erena in an attem pt to form a womancentered environm ent which is categorized by many people as lesbian. Carroll
Smith-Rosenberg attests that by the 1920s, charges of lesbianism had become a
common way to discredit women professionals, reformers, and educators, as well
as the feminist political reform and educational institutions they had founded. Only
the "unnatural" woman continued to struggle with m en for economic independence
and political power (281, 283). W hether Olive’s lesbianism is sexual or social,5 the
fact of the m atter is that Olive and many of her fellow sufferers are forced into
exercising their only viable alternative for independence. For if a woman chose the
traditional role of heterosexual courtship and marriage, she ultimately becam e a sex
object to be seen and not heard, or a lone woman on a pedestal, bereft of the
companionship of others who care and understand her plight, as V erena clearly is
in the end. And if a woman chose an alternative script beyond the boundaries of
patriarchy-socially a n d /o r sexually-she found herself alienated and defined as
"other" in conflict with m ale society. Either way, a woman was forced to give up
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a part of her "self." W hat blatantly seems to be overlooked in accusing Olive of
lesbianism is the fact that Basil’s sexual persuasion of V erena is equally if not more
perverting to her freedom and her identity as an individual. If Olive and Basil are
respectively representative of the hom o and heterosexual worlds, it would seem that
V erena’s savior would be the god of asexuality.
Olive’s most tragic flaw as teacher and m entor to V erena is that she herself
cannot see beyond her own fear of conflict.

She is afraid of dialogue and

interaction because that, as she says, "would be rigorous." In one scene, Olive
suggests that Basil debate Mrs. Farrinder in regards to the principles that he
opposed "which were so dear to the rest of them" (71). But Olive quickly changes
her mind in fear that a dispute might arise which would put h er (Olive) into a "false
position." Hence, Olive remains a passive observer rather than an active facilitator
of critical awareness. She wants change but is afraid of taking the responsibility to
actuate it. Olive embodies a critical educative structure which fails by shying away
from strategies that prom ote honest debate and dialogue among students. She
strives to eliminate emotionally-charged issues and thus avoid confrontation. By
playing it safe, such a teacher sacrifices all the values that she honors, especially if
she is aware of the possibility of a progressive outcome.

Olive’s retreat from

conflict can only reinforce and replicate Basil’s world vision which is about
monologue and acquiescent thinking. Like many teachers, she does not realize that
open conflict and controversy prom ote dialogue and are essential to growth. In
addition, Olive is selfish and discriminating in her cause to prom ote women’s rights:
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Miss Chancellor would have been much happier if the movements she
was interested in could have been carried on only by the people she
liked, and if revolutions, somehow, didn’t always have to begin with
one’s self--with internal convulsions, sacrifices, executions. (129)
Olive does recognize the need for reform, and she possesses the desire for the
betterm ent of her sex. W hat she lacks though is belief in the power of her own
voice and her own self in an actual dialogue. Consequently, she and V erena are
not successful at writing a new script for womens’ lives. The tragedy of Olive as
teacher is that she is afraid to "stand centerstage" and take on "the burden of the
future," and such a role model can only provide her students with the self-fulfilling
prophecy of failure.
Basil too plays teacher to V erena throughout the novel.

Unlike Olive,

though, he has the power of patriarchy on his side. Also, unlike Olive, Basil’s script
is to silence V erena and force her to follow the "socially-acceptable" one for a
woman. Being the classical male chauvinist, he believes that the only proper role
for a woman is to please a man: "’There are a thousand ways in which any woman,
all w o m e n . . . may find occupation. They may find it in making society agreeable.
. . . The use of a truly amiable woman is to make some honest man happy ’" (329,
242). Denying the fact that V erena may be a great inspiration to others, Basil
seduces her, attem pting to redirect all h er energies and attentions towards
himself:
"What will become of your charm ?-is that what you want to know?
It will be five thousand times greater than it is now; that’s what will
become of it. W e shall find plenty of room for your facility; it will
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lubricate our whole existence. Believe me, Miss Tarrant, these things
will take care o f themselves. You won’t sing in the Music Hall, but
you will sing to m e . " (379)
V enturing to curb V erena’s potential, Basil’s words reverberate with the fear that
she will have a real effect--that she will become a role m odel and spur others on
to change. This is the same fear that teachers have of engendering intellectual
identity in students by allowing them to think critically and see from multiple
perspectives. Attempting to appease V erena (but, in the process, making her feel
small and inadequate), Basil unctuously suggests a

simulation of her platform

oratory by singing to him. W ith an audience of one, V erena’s ideas-drained of
their passion and fervor-w ili have no danger of igniting sparks in others. They will
become good private "fiction," m eant to entertain, not to enlighten or empower. It
is interesting to note here how much, in Basil’s eyes, the privilization o f "property"
(V erena) far outranks any socializing o r democratizing effects that her "charm"
might have on those who hear her.
Basil’s gestures also expose his belief that education should be limited and
allocated to certain select people. In one scene, V erena recalls Basil’s pedagogical
philosophy:
W hat was needed for the good of the world was that people should
m ake better use of the liberty they possessed. . . . he thought the
spread of education a gigantic farce-people stuffing their heads with
a lot of empty catchwords that prevented them from doing their work
honestly and quietly. You had a right to an education only if you had
an intelligence, and if you looked at the m atter with any desire to see
things as they are you soon perceived that an intelligence was a very
rare luxury, the attribute o f one person in a hundred. (321-2)
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Basil recognizes that education effects freedom and that if those who already
possess liberty w ant to m aintain it, they had b etter keep it from spreading. Those
"other" groups (be they women or otherwise) need to be kept ignorant and q u ie tsegregated from education-so they will not gain the insight and power to impose
on those already in charge. And like the teacher who fears students who are as
smart as he is, Basil tries to keep them from succeeding. Tragically, for students,
it is this kind of intelligence and insight that perpetuates the status quo.
In addition to a fear of enlightenment, Basil’s philosophy resounds with the
misogynistic fear of woman as "other."

At one point, he desperately tries to

preserve the established patriarchal order
[f]rom the m ost dam nable feminization! I am so far from thinking, as
you [Verena] set forth the other night, that there is not enough woman
in our general life, that it has long been pressed home to m e that there
is a great deal too much. The whole generation is womanized; the
masculine tone is passing out of the world; it’s a feminine, a nervous,
hysterical, chattering, canting age, an age of hollow phrases and false
delicacy and exaggerated solicitudes and coddled sensibilities, which,
if we don’t soon look out, will usher in the reign of mediocrity, of the
feeblest and flattest and the most pretentious that has ever been.
(327)
In this scene, Basil’s ego is his power, and paranoid about being stripped of this
power—losing his m anhood-B asil lashes out at V erena in an attem pt to prevent the
whole female sex from gaining ground in their effort to assert themselves as a
group. The most frightening thing about such egotists is the power that they have
to seize young people with vulnerable minds, such as V erena who "was too much
impressed by his m anner and by the novelty of a m an taking that sort of religious
tone about such a cause" (328).
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The "feminine" voice is indeed one for which Basil has both a fear and a
disdain. D ale Spender explains that in a set of social relations where women’s ideal
discursive state within patriarchy has been defined as silence, the act of speaking
by a woman is in itself a political act (Man-made Language 41) as well as a threat.
And M agda Lewis avers that the very act or intention of speaking becomes an
intrusion on males and a potential basis for a violent reaction [an excuse for male
force] on the part of those who have decreed women’s silence. Ultimately, for
individuals who transgress the limits of patriarchy, the forces of retaliation are,
without a doubt, swift, sure, and relentless (460). Thus, it is no great surprise that
Basil’s fear of V erena’s speaking culminates in violent domination. Threatened by
her voice and assuming the role of "Savior," with the divine right of being the only
one for whom V erena will ever sing, Basil contrives to truncate her career in order
to claim victory for his own personal desires as well as for his sex:
In point of f a c t . . . so odious did the idea seem to him that she was
soon to be launched in a more infatuated career. H e vowed to himself
that she should never take that fresh start which would commit her
irretrievably if she should succeed. . . . H e didn’t care for her
engagements, her campaigns, or all the expectancy of her friends; to
’squelch' all that, at a stroke, was the dearest wish of his heart. It
would represent to him his own success, it would symbolize his victory.
It becam e a fixed idea with him. (382)
Loathing and fury are the sentiments which Basil feels for the success of the one
he loves; prem editated ruin of her achievements is what he plans for her future.
These are hardly the qualities which characterize a caring mentor, for a genuine
teacher, parent, or spouse, wants his student to succeed; and the one who does not
serves only to defile his vocation. Basil is the epitome of the m entor who fears
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dialogue. H e is the teacher who refuses to allow students to discuss, who punishes
them for interacting, who discourages critical thought and independence. To be
successful in such a teacher’s eyes, students must allow themselves to become robots
who only spit back what the teacher wants to hear.
O ne explanation for the magnitude of Basil’s chauvinistic attitude towards
V erena and towards women in general is the myth of the Southern lady on a
pedestal. O n the surface, Basil appears to worship women by placing them on that
pedestal where "he liked them -n o t to think too much, not to feel any responsibility
for the government of the world

The women he had hitherto known had been

mainly of his own soft clime . . . " (41). To him, they are considered playthings or
"use objects" which can be employed by their owner with a certain end in mind.
Ironically, in this sense, Basil’s cherished objects are only one step above the slave
on the plantation.

In fact, many comparisons have been made by women

themselves between their own situations and that o f slaves. Mary Chesnut writes,
"There is no slave, after all, like a wife" (49). This empathy with slaves is perhaps
what led so many Southern women to become private and even public abolitionists.
Basil’s presum ed elevation of women is, as Fetterley demonstrates, as much an
admission of contempt as his diatribes.

He views women as a sort of human

disease whose pernicious influence can be constrained only by locking them up.6
W ith all the admirable qualities categorically assigned to the masculine
character, and with the feminine equated with the damnable, it is difficult to
understand why Basil wishes to possess any woman, especially one as feminine as
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V erena (130-1). If one further analyzes this issue, there seems to be an underlying
homosocial logic in Basil’s behavior. Like the young boy in the O edipal phase,
Basil’s sense of "self1begins in union with the feminine (Verena), and his sense of
"masculinity" arises against it.

If Basil really feels such animosity towards the

feminine, then it would seem m ore likely that he would desire a m an or at least a
"masculine" woman. It is clear, though, that a woman with more domineering, socalled "masculine" traits such as Olive is even m ore threatening to Basil than
V erena because she (Olive) has crossed the social boundaries of gender. In fact,
Olive is not only a threat to Basil’s masculinity; she is also a potential rival for
V erena’s affections and attention. Olive becomes a point in an erotic triangle in
which she and Basil are the active members in quest o f Verena. It is interesting to
note as R ene G irard points out that the bond that links the two rival points in any
erotic triangle is as intense as the bond that links either of the rivals to the third
point: the love object of their rivalry. G irard goes on to explain that, in many cases,
the choice of the beloved is determ ined not by the qualities of that person but by
the beloved’s already being chosen by the rival. Consequently, the bond between
rivals in the erotic triangle are more heavily determ inant of actions and choices
than anything in the bond betw een either of the lovers and the beloved (12-14).
Viewed in light of G irard’s theory, one of the primary reasons that Olive and
Basil both desire V erena so much is because she is wanted by the other. And
viewed from G ayle R ubin’s perspective which argues that patriarchal heterosexuality
can best be discussed in terms of one or another forms of "traffic in women,"7
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V erena becomes the medium for Basil to form a pecuniary union with Dr. T arrant
and patriarchy in general under the guise of prom oting V erena’s career. Further,
V erena is a medium of exchange for Olive who, attem pting to join the male world
of commodities, is also guilty of "trafficking in women." It seems clear that Basil’s
dichotomous feelings towards women are linked to his intensely homosocial desire
to establish and m aintain a position of patriarchal control. Even Olive’s behavior,
since it transgresses the social lines of gender, and her desire to control V erena
suggest the idea that what men really want over women is the power to dominate
them.
Perhaps the most essential difference, in my opinion, betw een Olive and
Basil as mentors to V erena is that Olive truly seems to care for and wants to
protect her. Despite the fact that she is unable to establish a dialogue with V erena,
Olive had the "sense that she found here what she had been looking for so lo n g -a
friend of her own sex with whom she might have a union of soul" (101). Olive’s
intentions are good, even though she desires a monologue with which V erena is in
perfect harmony. O n the contrary, Basil is motivated to tutor V erena out of a
chivalric sense of egotism, out of a desire to see his reflection preposterously
enlarged by V erena’s holding up a m irror of homage to him. N ot surprisingly,
Basil, the one who could benefit most from her advice, and does when he
denounces the feminist movement in his Rational Review article, refuses to extend
his sympathy or even to acknowledge V erena seriously:
. . . he had simply laughed and chaffed, and unrolled a string of queer
fancies about the delightful way women would fix things when, as she
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said in her address, they should get out of their box. H e kept talking
about the box; he seemed as if he wouldn’t let go that simile. H e said
that he had come to look at her through the glass sides, and if he
wasn’t afraid of hurting her he would smash them in. (313)
Even when V erena makes a last-ditch plea to let her speak in the Music H all
before she runs off with him, Basil blatantly ignores her wishes, refusing to show
compassion for her by asserting his rights as a m an over hers as a woman. The
tragedy is that V eren a-b e it of her own volition or from Basil’s violent penetration
of her glass box-does not make the "right issue" from her "tight place," for she
allows herself to be extricated from one form o f bondage only to be subjected to
another which is far worse.
Throughout the novel, V erena has been used as a pawn in a game of power
by everyone in her life, beginning with her parents and ending with her prospective
husband. Unable even to show her face, the woman who was to lead her fellow
sufferers to the "promised land" of pride and freedom deserts them, at what could
have been a m om ent of glory, with "the hood o f [her] long cloak over her head, to
conceal her face and her identity" (433).

In the penultim ate seconds of

deliberation, V erena is still incapacitated, unable to take a stand and direct the
course of her own life. At this point, V erena has been stripped of her last ounce
of potential for successfully engendering an identity and a voice of her own.
V erena could have been the key to liberating her oppressed sex as well as their
oppressors, but she lacked a role model who was willing to become a participant
in a dialogue with either group. As Paulo Freire makes clear, a true revolutionary
(one who initiates social change or an alternative way of thinking) must undergo a
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"conversion to the people." She or he cannot fear the people o r their participation
in power.

A true revolutionary must be a teacher who takes on the responsibility

to facilitate an effectiveness in the face of conflict. Because h er teachers lacked the
courage to initiate dialogue, the possibility of V erena’s real voice being heard is
squelched forever.

The Bostonians can and has been read as a typical fairy tale

in which a young m aiden is rescued by Prince Charming. However closer analysis
reveals that even this tale does not have such a happily-ever-after ending. For in
this version, the "sleeping beauty" who possessed the possibility of awakening to a
new identity for herself and for all women is put to sleep forever by the kiss of her
fairy prince.
In contrast to V erena and Olive who fail in asserting themselves as successful
role models for women, Doctor Prance is the female Bostonian who, on the surface,
appears to fare best in that she has a profession and is independent of the male
sex. H abegger reads likeable Dr. Prance as an exception to Jam es’s women in that
she both knows w hat she is doing and shows no deviousness. She apparently has
"as many rights as she has time for," and thinks that women who want to get ahead
and "have a b etter time" should work more and talk less (219).

Catherine H.

Zuckert views D octor Prance as a particularly im portant figure who, in h er life and
her person, achieves all the goals of the feminist revolution. She is as independent
as Olive would like everyone to be; not only does she have a career, indeed a
profession, so that she need not depend upon anyone for financial support, but she
also seems to be able to do without the comfort of the society of other human
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beings. She, if anyone in the novel, serves to deny any real difference between the
sexes. She is much m ore human than masculine or feminine, and she achieves
autonomy on all levels (41-2). Viewed from this window, D octor Prance seems to
present a positive role model of the woman who has w ritten herself a successful
alternative script. However, because she personally is not interested in the women’s
movement, her self-emancipation cannot serve as a paradigm for others. Although
she does signify liberty and equality, her progress is, as Jam es points out, her "own
little revolution" and no one else’s. In fact, in contrast to the way Z uckert sees her,
Doctor Prance lacks the basic requisites of feminist women: she has no desire for
community or identification with her fellow fighters; nor does she have the ability
or willingness to see any difference between the situations o f m en and women.
Although she embraces the cause of humanism, all D octor Prance desires is to be
left alone to pursue her studies.
D octor Prance does possess honesty and the capability o f acting on her own,
unlike Olive who must act through others. In this sense, she might seem to qualify
as a better teacher for V erena than Olive. However, in addition to the ability to
be honest with one’s students, the ultimate success and power of a teacher lie in the
desire to share knowledge and insight, and D octor Prance lacks this essential
ingredient, preventing her from being an effective facilitator for the women’s
movement. In contrast to Olive who (although paralyzed in fear) possesses the
desire to prom ote change, Doctor Prance’s feminism rem ains on the sidelines,
devoid of concern for anyone’s progress except her own. U nlike the majority of the
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women of her time, D octor Prance has the advantage o f personal liberty and access
to information, and it is her responsibility as an intellectual to point out the
iniquities of those in power. She is, for her contem poraries, an example of a real
woman who successfully has risen above mediocrity—not just someone to read
about.

She truly could have aided the cause by offering herself as a positive,

effectual role model; however, she only cooperates with the oppressor by refusing
to take a stand and remaining neutral. D octor Prance needs to becom e more
selfless and take the risk of helping the oppressed see what it takes to achieve
independence. If she had done this, she indeed might have been a powerful catalyst
in combating the status quo of marriage, male domination, and assaults on the
personal integrity of women.
Sadly, none of Jam es’s radical reformers succeeds in his or her quest.
Because of their blindspots and their refusals to see from m ore than one window,
the novel ends in defeat rather than victory for its crusaders. Fortunately, The
Bostonians need not end in defeat for its read ers-o u r students. If we teach them
to probe closely into the characters--to question the goals, the methods, the politics
in the novel-they can experience a process of vision. A nd by making our students
aware that politics are never one-sided and that reform can be successful, we may
hope that they will be encouraged to challenge the injustices of society.
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CHAPTER IV
Cycles of Oppression in
The Heart is a Lonely Hunter
D o not train children to learning by force and harshness, but direct them to it by
what amuses their minds, so that you may be b etter able to discover with accuracy
the particular bent of the genius of each.
Plato

A nother novel which can challenge both students and teachers to think
critically is Carson McCullers’s The H eart is a Lonely H unter, a text which
addresses issues of equality in race, class, and gender. Having taught this novel in
a high school honors literature class, I found it to be an extremely effective vehicle
for promoting critical thinking. The story itself takes place in a small racially-mixed
Georgia town during the depression.

Most of the community is comprised of

apathetic textile workers whose lives are indeed very bleak. Poverty is rampant,
and almost no effort is made by the townspeople to analyze or determ ine their
plight.

As McCullers herself states in the "Author’s Outline," the workers’

"immediate resentm ent is directed toward the only social group beneath him--the
Negro. W hen the mills are slack, this town is veritably a place of lost and hungry
people” (215). Throughout the novel, McCullers depicts a host of lonely characters
who are deprived of interaction and dialogue with one another.

There are,

however, a couple of people who attem pt to teach others to recognize and deal with
their dissatisfied lives. The character who most predom inantly takes on this role
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of advisor or teacher and attempts to prom ote social awareness is Benedict Mady
Copeland, an African American physician who desperately tries to lead the people
of his race out of oppression. Copeland is a self-made man who as an intellectual
possesses the insight and access to inform ation which could qualify him as an
extremely successful role model and leader. However, because he himself has been
reared by a society whose pedagogy did not prom ote critical awareness, Copeland’s
teaching methods are not the kind that encourage dialogue, questioning, or
participation. By teaching at them rather than to them, Copeland fails to teach
others to think critically or to make choices for themselves.

Consequently,

Copeland and his students are only able to view life through a single window.
In an article entitled "Carson McCullers: The Aesthetic of Pain," Louis D.
R ubin Jr. labels McCullers’s fiction as adolescent writing which is incapable of
producing any sort of response beyond the "uncritical" a n d /o r "emotional." In this
article, R ubin makes a literary attack on McCullers that I wish to quote at length:
Please understand: I am not saying that only persons without critical
discernment can enjoy Carson McCullers’s fiction; clearly that is not
so at all. W hat I am contending, however, is that the way in which her
work can speak to the young reader is not susceptible to very much
critical analysis, because it comes a t a stage at which the reader’s
response is based upon intense emotional assent and identification
rather than a mere selective discrimination. W hen the reader
subsequently comes to acquire that intellectual discrimination, he can
no longer m uster th e emotional assent in the intense way that was
possible when he first read Carson McCullers. Mrs. McCullers’s
fiction, in other words, taught him that his feelings w ere worthwhile
and could be given artistic dignity, enabling him to recognize what he
must have felt. But having learned that, the reader, if he is to develop
his critical talents, goes on to other writers and becomes interested in
exploring the quality and nature o f his response to works of literature
as well as exposing himself to the naive intensity, and so needs to
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investigate that response in terms of fiction th at yields to m ore careful'
discrimination.
In short, Carson McCullers is in certain im portant ways a w riter for
young readers, and one has to be young to receive w hat she offers.
She speaks not to the intelligence so much as to the untutored
emotions, and with such tremendous intensity th at one m ust either
accept it or reject it. There is almost no middle ground. She does not
let you think about it, choosing this and suspending judgem ent on that
as you go along; it is all of a piece, and if you like the experience of
fiction to be complex and subtle, she is probably not for you. (270)
Rubin’s critique echoes what one might read in reviews of what are commonly
known on the high school level as "pimple books," which both depict and speak to
an audience of teenagers who, in many peoples’ eyes, are capable of concerning
themselves with nothing beyond their own pleasure, let alone with the social or
political state of the world. To me, Rubin’s comments exemplify the refusal to see
literature for what it might be and the desire to m anipulate any reader response
which might not align itself with his own. In addition to belittling an insightful
writer who is able to "see" and respond to the world through many different
windows, Rubin (establishing a one-window perspective by speaking in the
authoritative second person) also tells the reader how "you" will feel and what "you"
will not get from reading McCullers. To read and "see" McCullers’s fiction from
this perspective is indeed an extremely narrow and superficial one. The H eart is
a Lonely H unter, speaks not only to young and m ature readers alike; it also
critiques the kind of close-minded pedagogy that R ubin’s analysis demonstrates.
And it is precisely this same kind of vision-which prevents students from developing
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intellectual identities and voices of their own—th at McCullers depicts and calls
attention to through the character of D octor Copeland.
The H eart is a Lonely H unter is a story about teaching, one that depicts the
dynamics of pedagogy and child-rearing which not only preclude children from
thinking critically for themselves but doom them to continue this same kind of
pedagogy with their own offspring. Through Copeland, McCullers illustrates that
we are victims of our own upbringings, and -b ein g badly trained students—we are
destined to repeat this cycle.

In an illuminating analysis entitled "Poisonous

Pedagogy," self-retrained psychoanalyst Alice M iller examines the harmful effects
of child-rearing practices that crush "the spontaneous feelings" as well as the
personal and intellectual identities that could free our children to better themselves
and the world in which they live. As M iller argues, and as we can see in the
pedagogy of Copeland,
intellectual knowledge is no guarantee of understanding and tolerance.
If it was never possible for us to relive on a conscious level the
rejection we experienced in our own childhood and to work through it,
then we in turn will pass this rejection on to our children. A merely
intellectual knowledge of the laws of child developm ent does not
protect us from irritation or anger if our child’s behavior does not
correspond to our expectations or needs or if-ev en w orse-it should
pose a threat to our defense mechanisms. (3-4)
"Poisonous Pedagogy," as characterized by Miller, fascistly directs scorn and abuse
at the helpless child; as well, it suppresses vitality, creativity, and feeling so much
that its perm eation in so many areas of life are barely noticeable anymore. The
effort to rid ourselves of the child within us (i.e. the "weak, helpless, dependent
c re atu re"), in order to becom e an independent, com petent "adult" deserving of
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respect, is found almost everywhere.

"When we encounter this creature in our

children, we persecute it with the same m easures once used on ourselves. And this
is what we are accustomed to call ’child-rearing’" (58). Poisonous pedagogy teaches
us that adults are the masters who, in godlike fashion, determ ine what is right and
what is wrong for the dependent child, th at the child’s life-affirming feelings pose
a threat to the autocratic adult, and that the child’s will must be "broken" as early
as possible so that the child will not notice or b e able to expose the adult. Another
elem ent of poisonous pedagogy is the passing on of false information and beliefs
from one generation to the next. Examples of such beliefs are that children are
undeserving of respect simply because they are children, that obedience makes a
child strong, that a high degree of self esteem is harmful, that responding to a
child’s needs is wrong, that severity and coldness are a good preparation for life,
and that any kind of strong feelings are harmful.

The methods th at can be

employed to achieve these ends are all negative and include strategies such as
"laying traps, lying, duplicity, subterfuge, manipulation, ’scare’ tactics, withdrawal of
love, isolation, distrust, humiliating and disgracing the child, and scorn, ridicule, and
coercion even to the point of torture" (58-9).

Miller concludes that almost all

advice pertaining to child-rearing m ore or less clearly betrays the numerous,
arbitrary, and variously-clad needs of the adult and that fulfillment of those needs
not only discourages but actually prevents the development of the child (97). It is
my contention that Doctor Copeland is a victim of "poisonous pedagogy" who,
having been trained in childhood to repress his own needs and yield to authority,
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unconsciously and unintentionally passes these same disabilities on to the people
he indeed wishes to free through his teaching.

In the beginning of the novel, Copeland is m ore than a rarity in his
hometown. Being the only African Am erican doctor, he represents the possibility
of overcoming the oppression with which the people o f his race have been
confronted for so long. Having had the opportunity of leaving home and being
educated in the N orth--of seeing black oppression from another angle--he realizes
how different things might be for his fellow African Americans if they too had the
advantage of education. Copeland is, in fact, more educated than perhaps any
other person -w h ite or otherw ise-in the town. Besides being educated in the field
of medicine, he is well- read in the areas of philosophy and sociology. Studying the
writings of philosophers such as Karl Marx and Benedict Spinoza has instilled in
Copeland that same "strong, true purpose" that he "sensed" and "almost understood"
behind the words of these great people. Throughout his life, Copeland has tried
to im part social as well as medical advice to the African American community. For
example, he has constantly "explained and exhorted" the necessity of birth control
for his race in order to provide more opportunity for those already on the earth,
In addition to executing his duties as a doctor, Copeland takes it upon himself to
enlighten the people of his race to their oppression. His goal and his agenda seem
to be a "pedagogy of the oppressed" in which he attem pts to make them recognize
their position as victims of a white hegemony in hopes of effecting change:
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"My people were brought from the great plains, and the dark, green
jungles
On the long chained journeys to the coast they died by the
thousands. Only the strong survived. Chained in the foul ships that
brought them here they died again. Only the hardy Negroes with will
could live. Beaten and chained and sold on the block, the least of
these strong ones perished again. And finally through the bitter years
the strongest of my people are still here. Their sons and daughters,
their grandsons and great grandsons." (119)
Copeland’s description of the African American race and their history suggest
strength and endurance; his words might lead one to believe that he sees them as
a race of survivors who, having endured for this long, could become brave and
strong enough to change things with the right leadership. Unlike the agendas of
Olive Chancellor or Basil Ransom, Copeland’s pedagogical goals are not selfcentered: "All his life he knew that there was a reason for his working. H e always
knew that he was m eant to teach his people" (63).

And " .. . [ajfter ten years of

struggle he was a doctor and he knew his mission and he came South again" (121).
A t this point, Copeland seems to possess the requirements for a good teacher such
as the unselfish desire to share knowledge and insight and the motivation to
engender a will and intellectual identity in others. Unfortunately for his students,
though, despite his good intentions, Copeland’s pedagogical methods do not
prom ote critical awareness or the ability to develop into independent, self-sufficient
persons.
Doctor Copeland’s educational strategies reveal that he is a "performance
model" teacher. As Jane Tompkins details in "Pedagogy of the Distressed," this
kind of teacher places herself above her students and "performs" to make them
recognize her knowledge and ability; such a teacher usually wants/expects her
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students to adopt her views and see the world as she does based on their
adm iration for her. This is precisely the case with Copeland as he attempts to
educate his fellow African Americans.

His lessons are abstract, filled with

ambiguous, intangible ideas th at completely go over his students’ heads. In one of
the first conversations we hear betw een Copeland and his daughter Portia, she tells
him that his own children are afraid of him because they do not understand him,
but his only response to her is filled with terms such as "real truths" and
"subterfuge," concepts that have little or no meaning to these "lost and hungry
people." In this sense, C opeland is only cooperating with an oppressive social logic
that divides those in society who understand from those who do not. Perhaps the
most blatant example of C opeland’s placing himself above his students can be seen
in the methods that he uses to educate them on the subject of birth control:
You cannot do this, he would say. There are all reasons why this sixth
or fifth or ninth child cannot be, he would tell them. It is not more
children we need but m ore chances for the ones already on the earth.
Eugenic Parenthood for the Negro Race was w hat he would exhort
them to. H e would tell them in simple words, always the sam e way,
and with the years it came to be a sort of angry poem which he had
always known by heart.
H e studied and knew the development of any new theory. A nd from
his own pocket he would distribute the devices to his patients himself.
(63)
Even though Copeland appears to be teaching his fellow African Americans, in
actuality, he is attem pting to impose his agenda on them. Although the narrator
tells us that Copeland talks to the people in "simple words," he does not explain to
them the "reasons" why they should practice contraception. H e may distribute the
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contraceptives, but he does not explain the hows and whys of using them . Copeland
fails to recognize that his students are indeed below him in their ability to perceive
and understand what he already knows.

R uth Rehm ann sheds light upon this

dilemma when she relays her feelings as a minister’s daughter who was reared
under pedagogical strategies similar to Copeland’s. In this passage, she describes
the isolation and ineffectuality of the teacher who "performs" from above:
this particular kind of loneliness . . . doesn’t look like loneliness at all
because it is surrounded by well-meaning people; it’s only that the one
who is lonely [the teacher above] has no way of approaching them [the
students below] except from above by bending down as St. M artin bent
down from his lofty steed to the poor beggar. This can be given a
variety of names: to do good, to help, to give counsel, to comfort, to
instruct, even to serve; this does not change the fact that above
remains above and below b e l o w. . . . (213-14)
The primary problem with "performance model" teachers such as this m inister and
Copeland is that they only offer students one way to think w ithout offering any
alternatives. The way that they m aintain their authority prevents critical thinking;
and if students accept what they are being taught without understanding or
questioning it, then the perform ance cycle will only repeat itself.
In addition to placing himself above them, Copeland begins the process of
education by discouraging his students, blaming them (the African A m erican race)
for their own plight. His methods of explaining or getting them to analyze why they
are in their particular situation makes them feel guilty and small. In one scene
where Portia tells him that her brother Willie and many other A frican Americans
have been swindled by a con artist of their own race, he does not sympathize with
them or discuss. Instead, he tells them that "’the Negro race of its own accord
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climbs up on the cross every Friday night," allowing themselves to be victims.
Consequently, Copeland sets up an essentialist argument that is counterproductive
to his own intentions. In essence, he is saying that race oppression comes from the
African Americans themselves; and since he offers no advice on how to stop
victimizing themselves, he implies that there really is no solution. Echoing the kind
of self-abnegation that M iller argues poisonous pedagogy produces, Copeland goes
on further to say that he wished he could "’just find ten N egroes-ten of my own
people with spine and brains and courage who are willing to give all that they haveor "’only four Negroes . . . with these real true qualities and backbone ’" (66).
This statem ent is a prim e example o f how Copeland sets himself not only above but
possibly beyond his students. By telling them that they are members o f a group
which oppresses itself, by removing himself from that group to a higher plane, and
by implying that he cannot find anyone who is like himself, Copeland illustrates the
teacher whose methods defeat his purpose. R ather than encouraging them and
giving them strategies to see that they might critically interact with social structures,
he sets up a defensive barrier which only further discourages them and prevents
them from participating in a dialogue which might allow them to understand their
social position and to participate in the process of deciding what they w ant to do
about it.
As an intellectual, Copeland possesses the advantages to present his students
with useful, strategic means to do this, but his pedagogical m anner alienates them
before he even begins. For example, the language with which Copeland identifies
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the people of his own race is insulting. In one conservation, Portia tells him that
their people do not like to be called Negroes: "\ . . that word haves a way of
hurting people’s feelings. Even plain old nigger is better than that word. But polite
p eo p le-n o m atter what shade they is--always says colored’ " (66).

Instead of

responding to Portia’s legitimate request to be heard and respected, Copeland
ignores his daughter’s affirmation of feeling and, as the narrator tells us, does "not
answer."

From Portia’s comments, it seems that D octor Copeland does not

possesses the ability to be sensitive to the needs and feelings of his students. In the
Freirean sense, this lack of awareness prevents him from undergoing a conversion
to his students (coming down to their level) so they will be willing to comprehend
w hat he says.

David M adden contends that Copeland tries to sublimate his

personal frustration into a public cause, and his m anner of fighting for this cause
further intensifies his neurosis by alienating the very people he loves and wishes to
convince. This only increases his loneliness, and the poison of narcissism festers in
his spirit. Copeland is most happy when he is being listened to even though he
knows his words will do no good; his joy comes from the feeling of being respected,
of being unlike other Negroes, of having a part of himself absorbed into the minds
of his listeners (137). Having been a victim of racism and having subconsciously
registered the injuries and scars of prejudice in his own psyche, Copeland
unwittingly needs to differentiate himself from other African Americans who are
scapegoats for white racists. The "personal frustration" to which M adden refers is
the vulnerability of being the object of racial hatred; and when Copeland sees this

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

101
"creature" in his own race, he, in accordance with M iller’s theory, "persecute^] it
with the same m easures once used on" himself. Copeland’s strategies in dealing with
his students-or more precisely, his lack of strategies to effectively deal with them-illustrate how "performance model" teachers can bring unresolved personal conflicts
and baggage into the classroom which only intensify the need to feel above their
students. Copeland’s m ethods also reveal the urgency for teaching our own students
to think critically, rather than to em ulate the actions of a "performance" teacher
who might pass on his own undealt-with stuff en masse to his students.
Unfortunately, for his students, Copeland’s ego precludes him from assuming the
role of active learner with them: the role which, as Jim M erod asserts, is "the
legitimating motive of intellectual inquiiy[:] . . . the absolute necessity for the
student and the teacher to pursue critical understanding w herever it leads" (11).
As we have seen in chapter one, education (be it academ ic or otherwise) is
a social construct set up by those in positions of power and authority, whose goals
and intentions are not rooted in nature but in their own beliefs and values which
indeed, many times, do get passed on to subsequent generations. In Copeland’s
upbringing of his children and in his relationship to them, one can detect that his
educational ideas and methods are based on his own narrow beliefs and desires.
Copeland is the em bodim ent of the parent and teacher of w hom children are afraid,
and however good his intentions might be, making our students afraid of us is
indeed a negative premise from which to begin teaching. In order to establish a
pathway to dialogue and reciprocal learning, honesty and m utual trust must be an
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essential part of the groundwork.

And, as M iller indicates, once feelings are

allowed into consciousness, "the wall of silence disintegrates, and the truth can no
longer be held back" (76). Unfortunately, as Oliver Evans points out, even though
Copeland’s mission in life is the advancement of his race, and even though he is
willing to sacrifice everything, including his own health, toward this end, he is feared
and mistrusted even by the members of his own family (40). As a father, Copeland
tries to dictate his children’s emotional and professional lives. Being a staunch
advocate of Marx and Spinoza, Copeland even names his children for his personal
authorities and plans their lives according to his own dreams. Having been trained
to repress his own desires for himself, Copeland projects them on to his children.
It is clear, as M iller argues, that the child-rearing process is "at best suitable for
making ’good’pedagogues out of its objects" (98):
Morality and perform ance of duty are artificial m easures that become
necessary when something essential is lacking. The m ore successfully
a person was denied access to his or her feelings in childhood, the
larger the arsenal of intellectual weapons and the supply o f moral
protheses has to be, because morality and a sense of duty are not
sources of strength or fruitful soil for genuine affection. (85)
From the time that his children are babies-w hile trying to teach them to thrust the
yoke of submission from their shoulders-C opeland ironically places his own yoke
of restriction upon them.

Although he does m ean well, Copeland, in fact,

dominates his family and his fellow African Americans the same way Olive
dominates V erena in The Bostonians. Teaching them that there is no G od and that
they must find their own "real true purpose" (i.e. the one he has in mind and no
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other), he only makes them feel more restrained and burdened with the
responsibility of adopting his particular view of the world:
And this feeling of real true purpose for them was so strong that be
knew exactly how each thing should be with them. Hamilton would be
a great scientist and Karl Marx a teacher of the Negro race and
W illiam a lawyer to fight against injustice and Portia a doctor for
women and children. (68)
Copeland’s clear-cut view of the world determines him to raise his children to see
through the sam e distorting two-toned lens that he does:
Because of the true purpose for Hamilton, Karl Marx, William, and
Portia, he knew how every detail should be. In the autumn of each
year he took them all into town and bought for them good black shoes
and black stockings. For Portia he bought black woolen m aterial for
dresses and white linen for collars and cuffs. F or the boys there was
black wool for trousers and fine white linen for shirts. H e did not
want them to wear bright-colored, flimsy clothes. But when they went
to school those w ere the ones they wished to wear, and Daisy [his wife]
said that they were embarrassed and that he was a hard father. (69)
Not only does Copeland dictate his children’s clothing choices, the clothes
themselves suggest restraint and oppression in their colors and fabrics: black wool
and stiff linen, different and setting them apart from anything the other children
might wear. His children’s lack of choice, even in regard to things as superficial as
clothing reflect the limitations of Copeland’s pedagogical strategies.
All throughout their childhood, Copeland reared his children to adhere to
his wishes and to accept his word, modeling a fascist rath er than critical authority.
At times, when Copeland was away, their m other attem pted to let the children lead
a somewhat more relaxed and carefree existence. But when their father came
home, "[h]e would start all over with them . . . would bring out their lessons and
talk with them. They would sit close together and look at their m other. H e would
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talk and talk, but none of them wanted to understand" (70). W hat the narrator
shows is Copeland talking and the children listening in silence, without questioning
or participating. Copeland’s fathering techniques clearly reveal the fear that once
young people begin to question ideas and values they might also begin to question
the authorities who propagate those values. It is interesting to note that as far back
as 1852, pedagogical ideologies advised against explaining reasons to children or
allowing them to question a parent or teacher’s actions. O ne particular guidebook
to parenting which held wide influence in both E urope and America clearly implies
that the adult shares in divine omnipotence and that the truly good child is meant
to defer to the godlike adult. For this reason, I wish to quote at length:
O ne of the vile products of a misguided philanthropy is the idea
that, in order to obey gladly, the child has to understand the
reasons why an order is given and th at blind obedience offends
hum an dignity. W hoever presum es to spread these views in
hom e or school forgets that our faith requires us adults to bow
to the higher wisdom of Divine Providence and that human
reason must never lose sight of this faith. H e forgets that all of
us here on earth live by faith alone, not by cogitation. Just as
we must act with humble faith in the higher wisdom and
unfathom able love of God, so the child should let his actions be
guided by faith in the wisdom of his parents and teachers and
should regard this as schooling in obedience toward the
Heavenly Father. Anyone who alters these circumstances is
flagrantly replacing faith with presum ptuous doubt and at the
same time overlooking the nature o f the child and his need for
faith. --I do not know how we can continue to speak of
obedience once reasons are given. These are m eant to
convince the child, and, once convinced, he is not obeying us
but merely the reasons we have given him. Respect for a
higher intelligence is then replaced by a self-satisfied allegiance
to his own cleverness. The adult who gives reasons for his
orders opens up the field to argum ent and thus alters the
relationship to his charge. The latter starts to negotiate,
thereby placing himself on the sam e level as the adult; this
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equality is incompatible with the respect required for successful
education. (L. Kellner 172-3)
Blind obedience appears to be the unshakable foundation of education which,
according to guidebooks, parents and teachers must guard religiously for fear that
their autonomy and authority-which as children were usurped by their parents--are
not threatened by their own children. It seems quite probable that if Copeland
himself did not have access to such pedagogical theory, he was reared by someone
who did. Copeland’s refusing to perm it his students to ask questions or to have a
say in their education can only serve to perpetuate this learned behavior and force
them to live with the scars of such "poisonous pedagogy."
Copeland’s short-sighted training not only prevents him from understanding
his children; it also keeps him from accepting and truly loving them for who they
are. As McCullers herself contends:
Parallel to Copeland’s am bition for his race is his love for his family.
But because of his inflexibility his relations with his four children are
a complete failure. His own tem peram ent is partly responsible for this,
too. All his life Dr. Copeland has gone against the grain of his racial
nature. His passionate asceticism and the strain of his work have their
effect on him. A t home, when he felt the children escaping from his
influence, he was subject to wild and sudden outbreaks of rage. This
lack of control was finally the cause of his separation from his wife and
his family. ("Authors’s Outline" 203)
Because he has suffered from discrimination all his life, Copeland develops an
unconscious racial self-hatred which prevents him from experiencing love. It is his
refusal to love himself which constantly gnaws at him and cankers his life. R ather
than verbalizing these feelings and confronting them, though, he suppresses them,
or he takes them out on his family in the form of violence:
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The Negro feeling that would come on him was a black, terrible Negro
feeling. H e would sit down in his office and read and m editate until
he could be calm and start again. . . . But sometimes this calmness
would not come. . . . and sometimes when he realized this the black
feeling would conquer him and he knew not w hat he did.
H e could not stop those terrible things, and afterward he could
never understand. (70)
This "terrible Negro feeling" and the "evil blackness," as he himself calls them, are
an objective correlative for the injustices done to his race. In this sense, it seems
that the text actually frames "race" as a "class" issue. For Copeland’s family has
learned to fear him because of his reactions to their needs and desires. The fact
that he beats his wife implicates him in the hierarchal order of class oppression
(here attached to gender) which he works so assiduously to resist as it is attached
to race. By denying these feelings and refusing to participate in a dialogue,
Copeland becomes the victim in the same crime he accuses the entire Negro race
of committing: climbing up on their own cross to willing become the lamb of
sacrifice to their white oppressor. The most therapeutic strategy for Copeland to
surm ount the 'black feeling" that tortures him would be to break the wall o f silence
and free himself from perpetuating "poisonous pedagogy" by recalling his own past
and acknowledging his dignity and worth as a father and a teacher.
Copeland is aware that he does not "fit in" with his children, but instead of
trying to work with them and get to know them as persons, he works J2n them,
attem pting to mold them according to his specifications. M adden points out that
Copeland cannot give into his desire for communion and emotional expression with
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his children; instead, he can only reproach them for not becoming the ideal leaders
of his people that he has tried to teach them to be (37). Like the kind of teacher
to whom I previously referred, the one who operates on the "performance" model,
Copeland can only scorn his children because they don’t reflect back himself:
H e had thought so much about H am ilton and K arl Marx and William
and Portia, about the real true purpose he had for them, that the sight
of their faces m ade a black swollen feeling in him. If once he could
tell it all to them, from the far away beginning until this very night, the
telling would ease the sharp ache in his heart. But they would not
listen or understand.
H e hardened himself so that each muscle in his body was rigid and
strained. H e did not listen or look at anything around him. H e sat in
a corner like a man who is blind and dumb. (125)
Copeland is so locked into his way of thinking that it blinds him to the fact that he
is completely losing his children due to his rigid, unfeeling way of interacting with
them. H e is so much more concerned with what Jig is feeling than with how they
are feeling that he refuses to allow himself to experience any em otion-including
lov e-th at might deter him from his "teacher-centered" goal of trying to make his
children into carbon-copies of himself. Copeland’s flaw as a parent and teacher
stem from a narcissism that is p art of hum an nature, but one which needs to be
curbed in order to allow for differences in peoples’ needs and potentials. Anyone
who has ever been a parent and is at all honest, as Miller contends, knows from
experience how difficult it can be for parents to accept certain aspects of their
children. It is especially painful to admit this if they really want to love their child
and respect his or her individuality yet are unable to do so (3). Narcissism as
intense as Copeland’s keeps him eternally perched above his children and, as
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R ehm ann points o u t , " . . . in this fixed constellation no reciprocity is possible-no
m atter how much love there is, there is not a spark of what we call solidarity. No
misery is m iserable enough to make such a person come down from the lofty steed
of his humble conceit" (214).
One of the primary reasons that Copeland is plagued with the inability to
communicate is his own fear of authority. Besides being unwilling to participate in
active dialogue with his children, Copeland cowers away from discourse with those
in positions of power. This is most apparent in the scene at the family reunion
w here Copeland’s father-in-law tells the grandchildren how they (African
Americans) will be redeem ed and made equal to whites on Judgem ent D a y :"’. . .
us is all sad colored peoples. And then he [Jesus Christ] will place his holy hand
upon our heads and straightway us will be white as cotton. That the plan and
reasoning that been in my heart a many and a many a time’" (124).

The

grandfather’s interpretation of final judgement completely obliterates the identity
and the selfhood of the African American race as a whole. His view is in complete
opposition to Copeland’s attempts to get his children to recognize their place and
their worth in the world. This is a prime opportunity for Copeland to initiate a
dialogue which could show his children both sides of the issue; instead, though, he
only defers in silence, allowing the children to become receptacles for the raceeffacing deposits of their grandfather. R ather than making an intellectual plea for
freedom, Copeland sits back and permits his family as well as himself to join in a
philosophical union of oppression with the white hegemony.

It seems quite
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plausible that Copeland’s silent acquiescence is due to his own fear of conflict. For
he responds without question to his father-in-law’s beliefs, just as he has attem pted
to train his own children to respond to him. It seems then, as M iller argues, that
our capacity to resist that which we dislike has nothing to do with our intelligence
but with the degree of access to our true selves in childhood. Consequently as an
adult, Copeland is unable to reject the "self'-eradicating agendas of others.
Ironically, but not surprising, in his relationship with his children, Copeland has
becom e the authority figure of whom he himself is afraid.
The other scene which illustrates Copeland’s having been brought up to fear
authority is when he goes to the courthouse after his son W illie’s leg is amputated.
R endered unable to talk to the white prison authorities, Copeland is accused of
being drunk when, in reality, he is just plain afraid of conversing with these
powerful men. Even when Copeland finally stands up to them and refutes their
accusation, they beat him and throw him into jail. Copeland finds out, when he
tries to seek justice for his son-through means both peaceful and v iolent-there is
literally none for African Americans. Justice is a concept that works solely for the
white hegemony. Copeland’s fear develops, as Evans demonstrates, into a pattern
of frustration in the novel which presents itself not merely in individuals but on a
social level in large masses of people as well. It is the "private fear" [as made clear
by Copeland’s inaction] which stands in the way of public reform (50). Copeland’s
"fear" is a result of the "poisonous pedagogy" with which the dominant culture
systematically demoralizes the African American race.
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As a victim of the dominant culture’s hegemony, Copeland unconsciously
uses his children as a scapegoat to suppress his own fears and weaknesses. This
core elem ent of "poisonous pedagogy" is w hat M iller diagnoses as the "splitting off
and projection" of parts of the unaccepted personality. The most lucid example of
this "psychodynamic" can be observed in the citizens o f Nazi G erm any who were
offered the Jews as a scapegoat for all the qualities in themselves which were
"abhorred because they had been forbidden and dangerous in childhood," (i.e.
emotionalism, tears, pity, sympathy, and feelings o f helplessness, fear, and despair).
For the Aryans, as well as for anyone else, it was much easier to become free of
fear if they were not only perm itted but required to extinguish it among members
of an inferior group (80). Fortunately, Copeland’s children do not allow themselves
to be scapegoated, nor do they follow the script he writes for them. In fact, th ey like many students who want to have an identity and a voice of their own--reject his
dictates as they grow older, renouncing his attem pt to play God with their lives.
Standing up to her father, Portia asserts:
"You see -u s haves our own way of living and o ur own plan. Highboy-he pay the rent. I buys the food out of my money. A nd Willie--he
tends to all of our church dues, insurance, lodge dues, and Saturday
Night. . . . Us three haves our own plan and each one of us does our
p a r t s . . . . A person can’t pick up they children and just squeeze them
to which-a-way they wants them to be. W hether it hurt them or not.
W hether it right or wrong. You done tried th at as hard as any m an
could try." (61, 67)
A t this particular point, Portia and her brothers are "resisting readers" in the sense
that they try to exorcise themselves from the restraints of their father’s monologic
pedagogy. They attem pt an alternative way of making their way in the world that
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is a cooperative venture, free of their father’s coercive patriarchal influence.
Because of his inability to see the world from more than one angle, Copeland
himself has not been able to acquire the skill of critical awareness. Thus, he is not
able to realize that his children are precisely the kind o f people he would like his
entire race to be. D ue to their m other’s influence, they possess the ability to think
critically-to reject that which is oppressive and offensive to them, that which
violates their rights and their dignity.

If Copeland w ere insightful enough to

recognize what is right in front o f his eyes, he might "see" that his children are
practicing what h e - in theory--is preaching. Unfortunately, for Copeland and the
rest of his oppressed race, he has not been trained to participate in dialogue or
conflict; and, as we are already aware, conflict can lead to progress and change.
Consequently, group form ation and strength in numbers, even in Copeland’s own
family, is not possible if he is unable to recognize others as individuals whose ideas
and identities might indeed contribute to the solidarity and social advancement of
the African A m erican race.
O ne

of the

other

tragic

consequences

of

Copeland’s

monologic,

compartmentalized education at the hands of the dom inant culture is that its
poisonous pedagogy has directed him to see out of one and only one window; as
well, it has conditioned him to be fiercely defensive about this so-called privilege.
It is interesting to note that this poisonous pedagogy of the "larger" culture is aimed
not only at African Americans but at the "lower classes" as well. For as brilliant as
Mick Kelly is, she attends vo-tech school as opposed to a school which offers a
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music program th at could develop her talents.

And despite the fact that Jake

Blount is as insightful as he is, no one will listen to him because he is an destitute
alcoholic. Consequently, Copeland’s upbringing becomes an obstacle in his vision
of equality. The m anner in which he raises money to fund a march on Washington
reveals the narrow window through which he has been forced to look at the world.
For example, when one of the guests at his annual Christmas fund-raiser asks
Copeland if all the donations came from colored people, Copeland tells him that
Singer (a white m an) contributed a check. Later, though, Copeland qualifies this
by saying, "’I felt that it was proper to ask him [because] he is not like other people
of the Caucasian race’" (158). Copeland does not realize that his monochromatic
mindset which he is unable to adjust only intensifies racial discrimination and
advocates a policy of separate but equal.
Perhaps the most blatant example of Copeland’s pedagogical methods
overpowering his good intentions can be seen in his response to the winning entry
in an essay contest on the topic "My Ambition: How I Can B etter the Position of
the Negro Race in Society." In this essay, the writer Lancy Davis aspires to be "like
Moses" who led his people from "the land of the oppressors." However, the writer
also makes clear that he would like to lead an "all colored" revolution through
which the U nited States ultimately would become divided. Davis concludes his
essay with this statem ent: "I hate the whole race and will work always so that the
colored race can achieve revenge for all their sufferings. That is my ambition"
(156).

Although Copeland knows that Davis’s notions are indeed extreme, he
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confers the award on this piece, because the "other essays were without any firm
content at all. T he young people would not think" (156). All the other entries in
the contest are merely about personal ambitions (all the writers aspire to free
themselves from poverty and servitude), but none of them addresses the race as a
whole. In a sense, Copeland rewards Davis for thinking critically, even though the
writer’s views will not positively benefit anyone but the African American race.
This is another prim e opportunity when Copeland might initiate dialogue which
could indeed lead to critical awareness.

H e knows that Davis’s ideas cannot

prom ote harmony in any way between the races, but he also knows that they might
inspire other African Americans to think critically about and maybe even actualize
their dissatisfaction with their racist oppressor. However, having been trained to
fear and avoid conflict, he is compelled to rem ain silent about the essay. Copeland
professes to believe in the philosophy of Karl Marx who claimed that the world was
only divided by classes: the rich and the poor. In fact, he tells his people that
[h]e did not divide the world into Negroes or white people or
C hinese-to Karl Marx it seem ed that being one of the millions
of poor people or one of the few rich was more important to a
man than the color of his skin. The life mission of Karl Marx
was to make all human beings equal and to divide the great
wealth of the world so that there would be no poor or rich and
each person would have his share. (160)
Copeland’s interpretation of Marx’s beliefs reflects what true communism should
have been about, a community in which everyone is equal-no matter who he or she
might be. Copeland’s lack of action, however, clearly indicates that even though he
would like to align himself with Marx’s vision, he is still afraid. And the fact that
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he is unable to prom ote dialogue in his community only prevents him from enabling
his students as well as the rest of the African A m erican race to see from a new,
more critical perspective.
The consequence of the white race’s allowing him to speak solely to African
Americans is that Copeland ironically seems to reinforce the "mule syndrome"
which blames and oppresses the class directly beneath itself for its problems. W hen
Copeland tells his people that there is a great evil in the town and beyond because
"there are many of our people who hate the poor o f the white race and they hate
us," he seems to imply that each race and class o f people needs a scapegoat on
whom they can take out their frustrations. O n the other hand, though, he also
seems imply that what they really need to do is to come together collectively to talk
about and fight against the oppression o f all people. But his single-perspective
upbringing takes over, forcing him to envision and propose means that will merely
allow the African Americans to rise above and dom inate the class below them.
Succinctly diagnosing this failure of vision, Evans points out that the novel is an
allegory of frustrated communication and dialogue.

It is neither religious nor

political but concerns the struggle of individuals to liberate themselves from "the
cells of their beings"-to achieve communication with other individuals "similarly
imprisoned" and to identify themselves with something bigger than and outside of
themselves (43). F or example, the other character in the novel who acknowledges
the need for reform is Jake Blount, a white revolutionary who attem pts to preach
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communism to the down-and-out people of the town. Throughout the course of the
story, Blount m ake several efforts to talk with Copeland, but when these two men
do speak, they misunderstand each other and quarrel, each refusing to "hear" to
w hat the other has to say. The vision of salvation which Copeland foresees is one
based on race in which he plans "’to lead m ore than one thousand Negroes in this
county on a march . . . to Washington. All of us together in one solid body’" (259).
A nd the vision of salvation which Blount foresees is one based on class which would
"make man [sic] a social creature for the first time, living in an orderly society
where he is not forced to be unjust in order to survive" (261). Both men possess
the seeds of good ideas.

However, the problem is that even though they are

talking, they are unable to listen to each other, because their visions of salvation
have been engendered by the single view to which they have been restricted.
Characters such as Copeland and Blount, as Chester E. Eisinger contends, have
stubbornly em barked upon a monologue in the m istaken notion that they have
established the "reciprocity that is necessary for dialogue" to occur. They are self
deluded in the conversation that each holds with himself. A nd the dimensions of
this failure at dialogue are "the collapse of the inner self and the frustration o f the
social being" (246). The result of their refusal to listen to and accept each other’s
ideas is the inability to reposition themselves at any window other than the "sociallydefined" ones at which their oppressors have respectively positioned them.
In contrast to Copeland’s unfortunate inability to see things from m ore than
one perspective, his wife Daisy is able to provide their children with more than a
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single view from which to view life. She is indeed very different from her husband:
She was always very quiet and gentle. But beneath that soft gentleness
there was something stubborn in her, and no m atter how
conscientiously he studied it all out, he could not understand the gentle
stubbornness in his wife.
. . . and Daisy was gentle and hard . . . and was teaching the children
the cult of meekness. She told them about hell and heaven. Also she
convinced them of ghosts and of haunted places. Daisy w ent to church
every Sunday and she talked sorrowfully to the preacher of her own
husband. And with her stubbornness she always took the children to
the church, too, and they listened. (68-9)
Daisy appears to be a mass of contradictions. She is both "gentle and hard"; but at
the same time, she possesses the ability to accept her conflicting feelings. Unlike
her husband, Daisy is able to accept the children as they are and allow them to
pursue their own childish needs and desires, such as allowing Portia to wear
earrings and play with dolls and W illiam and his brothers to play music and games.
The fact that she exposes the children to the sacred as well as the profane
supernatural illustrates that she tries to look at things and to teach her children to
look at things from many different windows. And it is clear th at because o f this
freedom, the children listen and w ant to understand. Daisy’s character suggests that
someone like her might also be able to assimilate the clear-cut black/white,
race/class visions of Copeland and Blount. Maybe if Copeland had been fortunate
enough to be as open and as loving as his wife was of h er children and of herself,
he too might have been able to communicate from the heart.
Ironically, the only person with whom Copeland seems to successfully
communicate is the deaf m ute Singer. Although Copeland’s talking to Singer may
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appear to be a positive step in that he is attem pting to participate in a dialogue, it
seems quite probable that Copeland’s tolerance and satisfaction (even though he
truly likes Singer) stem from the fact that Singer cannot talk back to him. In other
words, Copeland can speak to him, but (unlike his encounters with Blount) he does
not have to listen: "the visit[s] blunted the feeling of loneliness in him [Copeland]
so that when he said good-bye he was at peace with himself once more" (126).
Although Copeland appears to seek a dialogue, he still is talking at Singer and
himself.
Throughout the novel, almost all communication betw een the characters is
faulty and illogical.

In their attem pts to converse with one another, discursive

patterns which prevent them from understanding what each of them is trying to tell
the other are clearly discernible. O f all the practical m eans of communication, the
most obvious, as Evans points out, is speech.

But it is yet another irony of

McCullers’s intricate narrative that its two most articulate characters (Copeland and
Blount) are the most miserable, while the only character who achieves any sort of
happiness, however provisional, is Singer-the one who cannot speak.

The

conversations between Copeland and Blount (two m en with very similar interests)
only lead to further frustration (43-4), and Singer has no means to dialogue with
anyone who talks to him. Because Singer cannot verbally communicate with the
other characters, each of them sees Singer through his or h er small window,
imagining him to be a certain kind of person in accord with what each of them
believes. For example, Copeland perceives Singer to be a Jew due to something
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slightly Semitic and gentle in his face, "the knowledge of one who belongs to a race
that is oppressed." And Blount sees Singer as being sympathetic to his communistic
beliefs, as "one who knows."

None of the characters tries to get Singer to

communicate by some alternative means; no one attem pts to learn sign language,
nor does anyone request that Singer communicate his thoughts in writing. Instead,
they merely deposit their own thoughts and beliefs into his head. Viewed from this
stance, Singer is representative of the "mute" student whose acquiescence allows his
teachers to see their own image reflected and enlarged in his silence.

Such

educative strategies are indeed those of the teacher who is much m ore interested
in hearing himself and serving his own needs rather than those of his students. In
fact, for this kind of teacher, the deaf mute might be the ideal student. With the
student who cannot speak, there need be no fear of free expression or active
participation in power; for she cannot refute, let alone even question, what she is
being taught. Ironically, the only time that anyone really acknowledges the deaf
mute is when he is no longer there to provide them with an audience. For, in the
end, Singer commits suicide. If Copeland or Blount had been able to see from
Singer’s window, he too might have been able to communicate his desperate needs.
On the other hand, Singer is also representative of a teacher in that he
serves as mentor and confidant to many of the characters in the novel. In fact, the
narrator tells us that to Mick Kelly (the young girl in whose house Singer lives), ”[i]t
was like he was some kind of great teacher, only because he was a m ute he did not
teach" (207). The suggestion that Singer cannot teach because he cannot talk is a
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miscalculation. It might well be Singer’s handicap which qualifies him to be a much
better teacher than Copeland or Blount—who can speak—could ever be. If a teacher
can’t talk, then he can’t inflict a monologic vision of the world on his students.
Instead he might becom e an active listener who (by placing the responsibility of
what and how to think on to their shoulders) allows his students to see the world
from their own window. In this way, the teacher might learn from the students as
they do the talking; a n d -id e a lly - fifty percent of dialogue is listening.
It seems then that the failure which McCullers depicts in The H eart is a
Lonely H unter goes deeper than the failure to communicate. O n a m ore complex
level, she depicts the failure of hum an beings to understand and ultimately to
accept and love one another. McCullers herself understands the desperate need of
the alienated individual to validate him or herself through communion with another
person, and she successfully illustrates this in her writing. In fact, in The Ballad of
the Sad Cafe. McCullers interrupts the narrative to expound precisely on this
subject:
. . . love is a joint experience betw een two perso n s-b u t the fact that it
is a joint experience does not m ean that it is a similar experience to
the two people involved. There are the lover and the beloved, but
these two come from different countries. O ften the beloved is only a
stimulus for all the stored-up love which has lain quiet within the lover
for a long tim e hitherto. And somehow every lover knows this. H e
feels in his soul that love is a solitary thing. . . . Therefore,the value
and quality of any love is determ ined solely by the lover himself. It is
for this reason that most of us would rather love than be loved.
Almost everyone wants to be the lover. And the curt truth is that, in
a deep and secret way, the state of being beloved is intolerable to
many. The beloved fears and hates the lover, and with the best of
reasons. For the lover is forever trying to strip bare his beloved. (26-7)
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If one looks closely, there are many distinct parallels betw een "loving" and teaching.
For, like the lover and the beloved, the teacher and the student are also from two
"different countries." Many times, as we have already seen, the student becomes the
audience for the teacher’s perform ance of store-up knowledge and ability. And
often the "value and quality" of the learning experience is "determ ined solely" by the
teacher. As McCullers demonstrates in this digression-as well as in her narratives
themselves—much of the time love is a two-way street traveled by one-way people
whose upbringings have rendered them unable to love themselves o r anyone else,
as seen in Copeland’s relationship with his children and with the people who look
up to and depend on him for leadership. However, if one reads beyond what many
readers call McCullers’s hopeless outlook, one might see suggestions for the
possibility of union. O ne might also recognize th at the key to a union of equality
between the lover and the beloved is dialogue. W hen the lover and the beloved
give freely of themselves and listen to each other, the relationship will be a
productive, cooperative venture. But when the beloved becom es the mute object
of the lover’s affections and values, the relationship will only alienate and oppress.
Likewise, no m atter how good one’s intentions might be, when the teacher makes
the student merely an object of her knowledge and beliefs, there is no communion
or dialogue.

This kind of teaching serves no purpose o th er than to satisfy the

teacher’s ego. O n the other hand, though, when the teacher becomes one with her
students—in a joint effort to learn -th e task can become a productive labor of love.
And it is this kind of teacher who, as Portia says, speaks the language of the heart.
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CHAPTER V
The Road to Tdentity in
Narrative of The Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave
The m ediocre teacher tells. The good teacher explains. The superior teacher
demonstrates. The great teacher inspires.
William A rthur W ard

In his treatise Pedagogy of the Oppressed. Paulo Freire contends that there
cannot be revolution or change unless education becomes a practice of freedom.
As we have seen in The Bostonians and The H eart is a Lonely H unter, the kind
of education that is practiced in many learning situations ironically becomes an
obstacle to freedom which restricts rather than expands the consciousness of
students. O n the other hand, education which fosters dialogue and critical thinking
can provide students with the means to effect social and political change. One
novel that presents education as a vehicle for critical awareness is the
autobiographical Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave
which illustrates the possibility of establishing an identity and a voice of one’s own
through the appropriation of literacy.
Two issues which continually surface in Douglass’s narrative are freedom and
power. U pon reading this text, many people might infer that literacy itself equals
freedom and power; however, more careful readers might observe that literacy is
only a means towards these particular ends. They might also see that freedom and
power are mutually dependent upon each other and that there cannot be one
without the other.

121
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Historically, people who lack the advantages of freedom and power have
been subject to those in positions of authority-those who possess freedom and
power. F or example, Lucinda H. M acKethan claims that to be a slave in America
in the 19th century was to be "a m an [sic] denied manhood in a country which
defined m en as beings endowed by their creator with the inalienable right to
freedom" (55). Thus, to be a slave was not only to lack the privileges of freedom
and power, it was also to lack the means to attain them. Throughout his narrative,
Douglass depicts this contest for power between m aster and slave, revealing the
politics involved in the contest and indicting the inhumanity and immorality of one
person’s power over another.

Pointing out that the narrative’s politics are as

extraordinary as its author, John Burt claims that its
prim ary lessons are not about suffering and cruelty, submission and
dom ination (the lessons usually taught, intentionally or otherwise, by
the experience of oppression), but about the futility of contests over
pow er and, consequently, the necessity and availability-even in the
midst of passionate political conflicts-of a public realm where people
seek to prevail against each other by means other than force. (331)
Douglass’s narrative demonstrates what I call the "power" of power and the need
to create a place where conflicts over power are discussed and debated openly, a
place w here knowledge equals power and where human beings (men and women)
can share and exchange this power to better themselves as a group. In essence, the
politics of Douglass’s narrative reveal the exigency for a school of windows in which
all people are allowed their rightful place in active discourse.
In the antebellum South, which reflected an industrial-like order, the power
of slavery stripped its captives of their humanity, reducing them to the condition of
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"things," commodities to be employed for the benefit and profit of those who
possessed the title of owner or master. The prim ary to o l-o th er than the threat of
physical punishm ent-by which most of the slaves were kept from freedom was
illiteracy.

A nd as Douglass illustrates in his narrative, even the blacks who

possessed the pow er of literacy were not assured the freedom to participate in the
social structure which would provide them with the sam e advantages that their
white counterparts enjoyed by the sheer authority of their skin color. D ana Nelson
(Salvino) dem onstrates that because literacy at this time was looked upon as
"cultural efficacy" and "a means to morality, citizenship, and prosperity," society
sought m ore than ever to deny this power to blacks. In fact, literacy had been
turned into a very real enslaving weapon against blacks: "legislated into illiteracy,
they were held chattel by the power of words in the form o f laws legalizing their
bondage and tracts confirming their inherent inferiority to whites" (147).
Commenting on the passage of such an antieducational bill, one Virginia House
delegate stated:
"We have, as far as possible, closed every avenue by which light may
enter their [the slaves’] minds. If we could extinguish their capacity to
see the light, our work would be completed; they would then be on a
level with the beasts of the field!" (G oodell The A m erican Slave Code
323)
These com m ents-m ade by a representative of the country which stands for liberty
and justice for all-reverberate with the fear th at whites had of blacks’ acquiring
power.

As well, these words precurse the role that schools would play in

conditioning students to view education as a means to assure them a preferred
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position in the status quo.

Above all, these words attest to the potential that

education had to upset the status quo, unbalancing the distribution of power,
shifting some of it from the oppressor to the oppressed.
This shifting of power is precisely Douglass’s quest as he retells the story of
his physical and spiritual emancipation from the socially-constructed and sanctioned
institution of slavery. His narrative of em ancipation can serve as a consciousness
prim er for both teachers and students. The educative lesson which it prescribes
is perhaps one of the best to shed light upon our own plight in the classroom. For,
just like Douglass, we too must contend against a powerful hegemonic force that
promotes literacy and education as essential—but only as they reinforce the status
quo and do not diminish the authority of those already in power. In his attem pt to
show his fellow slaves the path to freedom, Douglass employs education as a means
to change. The narrative illustrates the advantages which education can make
available to its constituency; as well, though, it reveals the obstacles that ed ucationprecisely because it is a social construct-presents to those who pursue it. Likewise,
in our present society, many students who have attained an education are unable
to reap the rewards and status which it seem ed to promise. But by using Douglass’s
text as a catalyst for critical awareness, we might enable our students to recognize
the realities (the limitations as well as the possibilities) that education has for them
as a means to rew rite/right history and their place in it.

Throughout his experiences, Douglass represents an extremely effective
pedagogical m odel in that, on the road to freedom , he plays the role of both
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student and teacher. From the very first moments of instruction by his new mistress
Miss Sophia, Douglass begins to gain a sense of hope as she teaches him to spell.
But when M aster Auld learns that his wife is teaching a slave to read, he forbids
her to continue, instructing her in the unlawfulness and dangers of such actions: H’If
you give a nigger an inch, he will take an ell. A nigger should know nothing but
to obey his m a ste r-to do as he is told to do. Learning will spoil the best nigger in
the world’" (78). Through the short-lived tutelage of his mistress, Douglass becomes
aware of two extremely valuable but conflicting lessons. The first is that the power
of communication can be mastered by blacks; however, the second is that if he is
to m aster this power, he must do it for himself. Douglass states:
Whilst I was saddened by the thought of losing the kind aid of my
mistress, I was gladdened by the invaluable instruction which, by the
m erest accident, I had gained from my master. Though conscious of
the difficulty of learning without a teacher, I set out with high hope
and a fixed purpose, at whatever cost o f trouble, to learn how to read.
(78-9)
It is at this point that Douglass truly begins to recognize the power that the white
race had to enslave the black race, mentally as well as physically. And at this
rudim entary stage of his education, Douglass realizes that if he is to continue as a
student, he must be his own teacher.
This conflict between M aster Auld and his wife over permitting Douglass
access to inform ation that could empower him represents the controversy over what
Pierre Bourdieu and Michael Apple refer to as the unequal distribution of
knowledge. In Auld’s opinion, the knowledge of literacy is illegitimate as well as
inappropriate for a slave. Because he sees and fears literacy as a step towards
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freedom, Auld tries to prevent Douglass from mastering this step. According to H.
Bruce Franklin, "the m aster points to consciousness as the means to freedom, to the
written language as a means to increase consciousness, and to himself as the
negation of consciousness, the negation that must constantly be negated in order
to achieve freedom" (35). Auld fears that Douglass’s acquisition of literacy will take
away some of his own power and upset the delicate balance of authority between
m aster and slave. Even Auld’s more benevolent brother Thomas attempts to keep
Douglass from developing his mind and his capacity for independence:
H e exhorted me to content myself, and be obedient. H e told me, if I
would be happy, I must lay out no plans for the future. He said, if I
behaved myself properly, he would take care of me. Indeed, he
advised me to complete thoughtlessness of the future, and taught me
to depend solely upon him for happiness. H e seemed to see fully the
pressing necessity of setting aside my intellectual nature, in order to
contentm ent in slavery. (139-40)
Like his brother, Thom as Auld, too, recognizes literacy as an empowering force,
and he attem pts to keep Douglass and all his slaves in a state of "unconsciousness."
The Aulds signify the paternal-like plantation masters who sought to keep their
slaves dependent. As long as the slaves w ere suspended in a state of intellectual
immaturity, they would remain children and would not be aware that they were
controlled and manipulated. The Aulds are afraid that Douglass might m aster the
means to critical awareness and acquire the thirst for knowledge (freedom/power).
The "give an inch, take an ell" fear prods them to attem pt to brand Douglass with
the self-defeating notion that he is inadequate and incapable of learning. Houston
A. Baker Jr. argues that the Aulds are representative of those whites who felt that
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"by superimposing the cultural sign nigger on vibrant hum an beings like Douglass,
they would be able to control the meanings and possibilities o f life in America.
O ne m arker or sign for the term nigger in Auld’s semantic field is < < subhuman
agency of la b o r> >." W hat terrifies and enrages the masters, however, is that
Douglass’s capacities--as revealed in his response to Mrs. Auld’s instruction-are not
accurately defined by this marker. For the Aulds see that Douglass and others of
his race are capable of learning. Hence, "the m arkers in their m apping of nigger
must also include < < agent capable of education > >" ("Autobiographical Acts and
the Voice of the Southern Slave" 101). And as Thomas W ebber notes, literate
slaves ". . . disproved the racist notion promulgated by whites that blacks were
incapable of such learning . . ." (136). Because teachers operate mainly within a
traditional m odel of education which prom otes and reifies the dom inant culture and
beliefs of society, we are called to invest in such a master-like fear of critical
thinking. Consequently, as we have observed in chapter one, we place these same
kinds of limits on our own students’ acquisition of knowledge. In reality, though,
these are discipline limits which restrict-m ore than what students know -w hat they
might do with their knowledge.
A nother im portant lesson which Douglass learns from his short introduction
to literacy is that knowledge is a commodity, available only to those who already
possess the power to purchase it-n am ely white males. H e recognizes that if he is
going to educate himself, he will have to appropriate the white man’s language by
using any means that are necessary. The first time that we see Douglass’s course
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of action begin to unfold is when he stealthily

"converts" the poor white boys of

his neighborhood into reading teachers. Bread becomes Douglass’s m edium of
exchange for which he in turn receives the "more valuable bread of knowledge."
Even Douglass’s first writing lessons are secretly acquired by tricking other boys
into outwriting that of which he is capable. It is only through this inscribed version
of playing the dozens that Douglass begins to appropriate the white w ritten word.
It is interesting to note that this slave who Auld had branded as "subhuman,"
incapable of and unfit for learning, clearly recognizes that literacy-the m eans to
hum aneness-is merely another socially-constructed standard of the white master.
According to A nnette Niemtzow, Douglass’s actual impetus towards literacy
occurred only when he learned that, for whites, humanness depended on literacy.
F or him, the realization that reading is a door to freedom is not a self-conceived
notion, but, like cleanliness, a criterion defined by whites. Douglass conceives a self
which he will form in opposition to his m aster’s desires; ironically, though, he forms
it within his m aster’s rules (121). Even though Douglass must becom e like his
white masters, defining himself through their language, his attem pt to read and
w rite-to break the silence to which the black race has been subjected-is in itself
a political act and a threat to his oppressors. Claiming that the slave’s attainm ent
of literacy even goes beyond being political, Gregoiy S. Jay asserts that it is a
metaphysical revolution, in that it "defies the dominant culture’s negative definition
of her or his very being" (222). In essence, literacy provides Douglass with a means
to recognize the world and his place in it as they are in reality. Douglass facilitates
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an environment which allows him to see from his m aster’s window. As he achieves
this new perspective, he realizes th at he must attain knowledge/power through
covert manipulation, the same means th at his m aster has used to prevent him from
becoming aware.

Douglass’s acquisition of literacy is a prim e example of the

contest betw een m aster and slave; and, at this point, he begins to take on the
responsibility of freeing himself from his oppressor.
A t the age of twelve, Douglass acquires and reads his first real book, The
Columbian O rator, which, filled with antislavery propaganda, illustrates the art of
dialogue. Having been trained as a slave to speak only when spoken to,1 the O rator
becomes a paradigm of critical awareness for Douglass; it is this lesson which
eventually spurs him on to become a teacher to his people:
Among much of other interesting m atter, I found in it a dialogue
betw een a m aster and his slave. The slave was represented as having
run away from his m aster three times. The dialogue represented the
conversation which took place betw een them, when the slave was
retaken the third time. In this dialogue, the whole argum ent in behalf
of slavery was brought forward by the master, all of which was
disposed of by the slave. The slave was m ade to say some very smart
as well as impressive things in reply to his m aster-things which had the
desired though unexpected effect; for the conversation resulted in the
voluntary emancipation of the slave on the p art of the master. (83)
Observing for the first time a dialogue betw een the oppressor and the oppressed,
Douglass recognizes "the power of truth over the conscience of even a slaveholder"
(84).

This dialogue in the O rator is, in the Freirean sense, a paragon of the

oppressed’s liberating themselves. For Douglass, the example of a slave’s struggling
for his own freedom /pow er becomes a model to emulate. And, as Nelson puts it,
the fascinating thing is that his actual recognition has to do not with the slaveholder
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but with himself as persuasive agent. Unfortunately, though, as his m aster has
predicted, Douglass also recognizes the pain and discontentment which accompany
the truth that knowledge makes possible:
. . . I would at times feel that learning to read had been a curse rather
than a blessing. It had given me a view of my wretched condition,
without the remedy. It opened my eyes to the horrible pit, but to no
ladder upon which to get out. In moments of agony, I envied my
fellow-slaves for their stupidity. I have often wished myself a beast.
I preferred the condition o f the m eanest reptile to my own. Any thing,
no m atter what, to get rid of thinking! It was this everlasting thinking
of my condition that torm ented m e . . . . The silver trum p of freedom
had roused my soul to eternal wakefulness. Freedom now appeared,
to disappear no m ore forever. (84-5)
Douglass now knows that existing in ignorance may indeed be easier than being
critically aware; he also knows that responsibility comes along with insight; and now
that he is able to think for himself, he, like m ost students who are given the chance,
will no longer accept being thought for.
Douglass’s newly found sense of consciousness instills in him the need to
share what he has learned.

Possessing the propensity to interact with others,

Douglass succeeds in creating in his fellow slaves a strong desire to learn how to
read. In fact, the example which Douglass sets inspires the others so much that he
has to set up a school to hold his students:
I had at one time over forty scholars, and those of the right sort,
ardently desiring to learn. They were o f all ages, though mostly m en
and women. I look back to those Sundays with an amount of pleasure
not to be expressed. They were great days to my soul. T he work of
instructing my dear fellow-slaves was the sweetest engagement with
which I was ever blessed. W e loved each other, and to leave them at
the close of the Sabbath was a severe cross indeed. (120)
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In this passage, one can see that Douglass embodies the teacher who is truly
dedicated to sharing knowledge and insight; he is a positive, effectual role m odel
who is willing to take the risk of helping his oppressed race to see what it takes to
achieve independence. Even Douglass (who himself has only just acquired literacy
skills) recognizes the potential that critical awareness has for empowerment and
social change:
These dear souls came not to Sabbath school because it was popular
to do so, nor did I teach them because it was reputable to be thus
engaged. Every moment they spent in that school, they were liable to
be taken up, and given thirty-nine lashes. They came because they
wished to learn. Their minds had been starved by their cruel masters.
They had been shut up in mental darkness. I taught them, because it
was the delight of my soul to be doing something that looked like
bettering the condition of my race. (121)
In addition to teaching them to read, Douglass attem pts to teach his people how
to think for themselves. H e shows them that education and literacy are a means
to an end; and like the teacher who wants her students to engender an identity and
a voice of their own, Douglass has "the happiness to know, that several of those
who came to Sabbath school learned how to read; and that one, at least, is now free
through [his] agency" (121).
In the process of teaching his fellow-slaves, Douglass undergoes the
conversion to them that Freire advocates in the education of the oppressed. As
they learn to read, Douglass also begins to conduct dialogues with them regarding
the "gross fraud and inhumanity of slavery." It is a t this point that Douglass decides
he wants to escape; and as he begins to devise a plan, he also decides that he would
like his students to "participate" with him in this "life-giving determination": "We
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m et often, and consulted frequently, and told our hopes and fears, recounted the
difficulties, real and imagined, which we should be called on to meet" (122).
Douglass’s means of teaching and preparing the slaves for escape is n o t to dictate
or to talk .at them but to work with them, taking their views and feelings into
account as he ”imbue[s] their minds with thoughts of freedom." R ather than forcing
his views on the others, he facilitates an alternative, realistic way o f seeing their
position as slaves, one which strips their owners of the image of the kind m aster
who takes care of them as if they w ere his own children.2 His attem pt to get his
students to see their situation from this window provides them with their first
opportunity to look out of any window other than that of their oppressor. By
establishing a dialogue with the other slaves, Douglass allows them to see that, as
Jim M erod puts it, "their own unfound, as yet unmade, identities as th in k e rs. . . are
within reach of those who nam e and thereby grasp their own critical relationships"
(143). In this sense, Douglass aspires to be the "organic intellectual," who according
to Antonio Gramsci, has attained a position of moral leadership in civil society.
O ne can clearly see that Douglass’s teaching methods show his students that the
education they are receiving might indeed have a long-range, more practicable
purpose than just learning to read and write.
Douglass’s pedagogical methods prove that dialogue is a prerequisite to
community form ation and thus to change. Claiming that Douglass’s entire narrative
is an exercise in conflict and an example of a dialogue of conflicting ideas, Burt
dem onstrates that (in addition to literacy), Douglass teaches the art o f positive
disagreement as a means to attain a free and improved world:
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In the Narrative. Douglass holds both him self and his readers
responsible to this requirem ent of principled disagreement. Indeed,
this very responsibility-required not only in the by and by of some
world w here people no longer oppress each other, but in the midst of
the conflict over slavery-is one of the m ain achievements of Douglass’
book. It is rare for people to insist upon an ideal of fair disagreement
when they take seriously the disagreements they find themselves caught
up in. This is not to say that Douglass believes th at we live in a world
governed by such an ideal; rather, it is to say th at unless one attempts
to hold oneself to the requirem ent o f principled disagreement, all of
one’s efforts, no m atter how just the aims, are already devoted to
futility. The principal gift of literacy, Douglass believes, is the ability
to imagine a world in which people exercise and require responsibility
to each other even in their most profound conflicts. (332)
Because Douglass has been denied a voice due to his skin color, though, dialogue
with his white m aster is not possible. But because literacy has taught him the
importance o f trying to establish a voice, his first confrontation occurs in the form
of a unspoken dialogue of physical violence with Mr. Covey, the overseer to whom
he is sent to be "broken." As we have seen up until his conversion to literacy,
Douglass had been docile and manageable; however, after becoming unshackled in
his mind, he is no longer willing to be enslaved in body and "transformed into a
brute":
This battle with Mr. Covey was the turning-point in my career as a
slave. It rekindled the few expiring embers of freedom , and revived
within me a sense of my own manhood. It recalled the departed selfconfidence, and inspired me again with a determ ination to be free.
The gratification afforded by the trium ph was a full compensation for
whatever else might follow, even death itself.. . . I now resolved that,
however long I might rem ain a slave in form, the day had passed
forever when I could be a slave in fact. (113).
This is the first time that Douglass involves him self in a conflict (physical or
mental) with the hegemonic power.

His reaction to the overseer signifies his
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initiation into the ring of conflict and to the process of effecting change for himself.
Viewed in this light, Douglass’s narrative represents the search for a way to
participate in conflict and disagreement without oppressing and infringing upon the
rights of others. B urt concurs that freedom in the narrative is not just the ability
to do what one wishes or to have what one desires; it is the ability to enter into
articulate conflict with one’s opponents, to stand with them in the arena of principle
(338).

It seems then that conflict and disagreement are another essential step

towards freedom; and Douglas’s actions, at this point, are evidence that he is
bringing himself one step closer to achieving it.
The actual physical and emotional conflicts against slavery which Douglass
experienced culminate in his act of writing the Narrative. His access to language
enable him to becom e a "resisting reader" of the white hegemony which has
restrained and silenced him for so long. As we have seen in Douglass’s text, insight
might well cause dissatisfaction when one becomes able to see through windows
other than those from which the oppressor or hegemonic power permits him or her
to see. For critical awareness allows people to see their own weaknesses as well
as the weaknesses and inconsistencies of the system of values and beliefs to which
they subscribe.

Despite the pain which accompanies his awareness, though,

Douglass appropriates the right and power of speech w hich-as a form of control-were denied to him.
Just as the right of speech was denied to the slaves, the right of dialogue and
critical thinking is, much of the time, denied to students. But analyzing Douglass’s
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narrative with them can provide a means for them to become "resisting readers" of
their own society and the structure of their own education. That students might
become dissatisfied with what they see may be a threat to some people, but to
others it m ight be a blessing. In fact, it seems, according to N oah Webster, that this
power of resistance is precisely the premise on which America was built. In 1790,
he urged young Americans to
. . . unshackle your minds and act like independent beings. You have
been children long enough, subject to the control and subservient to
the interest of a haughty parent. You have now an interest of your
own to augment and defend: you have an empire to raise and support
by your exertions and a national character to establish and extend by
your wisdom and virtues. To effect these great objects, it is necessary
to fram e a liberal plan of policy and build it on a broad system of
education. (77)
W ebster’s exhortation resounds with the urgency of learning and seeing life from
a school of many windows which would provide students with a ’broad," multi
faceted perspective; it exhorts them to become independent thinkers who are able
to stand up to and resist hegemonic coercion. Even as early as 1790, America’s
fledglings were being encouraged to make their own voices heard and to
rew rite/right the history of a people who had just severed themselves from the
hegemony of England. Douglass’s narrative is a paradigm of the development of
the kind of "social consciousness" prescribed by the founders of the land of the free.
It might also be a paradigm of the kind of "new historicism" that, according to Jay,
does not simply describe the past but seeks to change it along with the present and
the future (213).
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As W ebster encouraged young Am ericans to rewrite history, so the
abolitionists encouraged Douglass to alte r the future for those who followed. In
fact, the abolitionist leaders, in a sense, "purchased" Douglass to become the
spokesperson for their movement.

T h e difference, however, between the

abolitionists’ purchase of Douglass and Olive Chancellor’s purchase of V erena
Tarrant, as we have seen in chapter three, is that Douglass is not controlled by his
abolitionist purchasers as V erena is controlled by Olive. Preaching a pedagogy of
the oppressed, Douglass acknowledges the needs of the African American race as
a whole. Unlike the situation in The Bostonians. Douglass is not enslaved in the
name of freedom, nor does he coerce his fellow slaves into rebellion; he allows
them the opportunity to decide for themselves if they want to join the movement.
Abolitionist activists recognized th e persuasive effects that agents such as
Douglass might have on an immense reading public. Delineating the power o f the
slave narrative, one nineteenth-century ed ito r claims:
the fugitive slave narrative is destined to be a powerful lever. W e have
the most profound conviction o f its potency. W e see in it the easy and
infallible means of abolitionizing the free states. Argument provokes
argument, reason is met by sophistry; but the narratives of slaves go
right to the hearts of men. We defy any m an to think with patience or
tolerance of slavery after reading [such a] narrative. (Nichols 178)
The fact that slave narratives evoked so m uch enthusiasm attests to the power that
literature has always had to prom ote critical awareness.
Although Douglass’s narrative does indeed present a positive model for
teaching students to become critically aw are, we need to recognize and show our
students that the narrative itself has flaws which, if analyzed, might serve as a
further impetus towards critical insight. D espite the fact that Douglass has reaped
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the benefits of literacy and has tried to share these with his fellow African
Americans, the rhetoric of the narrative suggests th at it was more than likely much
m ore accessible to a white audience. Like D octor Copeland and Jake Blount (the
characters in The H eart is a Lonely H unter who possess the means of social
consciousness), Douglass too becomes intellectually and linguistically alienated from
his peers because the language he acquires is th at of the white oppressor and not
understood by many slaves. In order to truly gain a sense of himself as a "black"
person-w ith a "black" voice--he must acquire the means to dialogue with other
blacks. H ad there been a separate, written black language available, as Baker
points out, Douglass might have fared much b etter (The Joum ev Back 39). And
speaking of Douglass’s newly-acquired isolation, B aker claims that "[o]ne can realize
one’s humanity through ’speech and concept,’ but one cannot distinguish the
uniqueness of the self if the ’avenue towards areas of the s e lf excludes rigorously
individualizing definitions of a human, black identity" ("Autobiographical Acts and
the Voice of the Southern Slave" 105).
In addition to the fact that the rhetoric which Douglass acquires causes his
narrative to be oriented entirely towards the white race, his text is also highly
masculinist and alienating to women. For example, immediately after Douglass
mentions the fact that a portion of his reading class was comprised of women, he
never mentions them again. His pedagogy turns to instructing his male students
about their "want of manhood." His language devolves in gender sensitivity as he
desists from referring to his students as "scholars" and "fellow slaves" and begins to

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

138
refer to them as "every m an." This shift in language and omission of attention to
women seems ironic, as Douglass was considered by many women to be the
foremost m ale champion of women’s rights. In fact, Philip S. Foner points out that
when the A m erican women who had led the early movement were later asked to
suggest m en whose nam es should be placed on an honor roll of male supporters,
Frederick Douglass’s invariably headed the list. As Elizabeth Cady Stanton puts it,
he was "’the only m an I ever saw who understood the degradation of women’"
(Foner ix). As one can see, there are discrepancies betw een the way Douglass felt
about women and the way he wrote about them. And bringing these differences to
the attention of our students might help them to recognize the discrepancies in
attitudes towards women which still persist today.
In teaching Douglass’s narrative, we also need to address the fact that the
text is an attem pt to rewrite history through literature. Despite the fact that history
may be viewed as the truth that tells a lie while fiction may be viewed as a lie that
tells the truth, we need to acknowledge the fact that Douglass’s narrative, in part,
may be romanticized.3 We also need to acknowledge that even though people do
make history, as Karl Marx argues, they make it under circumstances which are not
chosen by themselves but given and transm itted from the past. Thus, even though
Douglass’s literary skills later rem unerated him in term s of his career, and even
though many African Americans sought literacy for the physical freedom that it
might provide, Black literacy skills, as Nelson demonstrates, did not mean very
much in term s of symbolic capital and social acceptance among the white race.
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"Literacy could lead blacks out of physical, but not cultural and economic, bondage.
They could use their literacy to cease being capital but faced even greater difficulty
in accruing capital and being included in the social economy. . . . Ultimately, the
hegemony of the white ideology of literacy prevailed"(152-3).
Likewise, in our educational system as it is today, knowledge and power still
are distributed unequally.

Even students who do acquire the means of higher

education a n d /o r a college degree are no longer guaranteed the promised end of
a preferred position in the status quo.

Reading Douglass’s narrative with our

students can make them aware of the limits of this redemptory myth of education.
The narrative is a lesson in how to teach consciousness which, as Douglass
illustrates, develops concurrently with freedom and power. Franklin notes that
human beings are, for Douglass, distinguished as a species by a creative
consciousness which derives from the circumstances of their existence.

This

consciousness gives us the political freedom to change those circumstances to meet
human needs and desires; and it is in the struggle for that freedom that this
consciousness develops (31). Thus, literacy for a slave could not equal freedom and
should not have been an end in itself; for if a slave learned to read and write and
could do nothing to change his or her status as a human being, then literacy might
only serve as a productive means to a dead end.
For these historical reasons, education should be a process of consciousness
which is neither an end in itself nor a means to material gains. If one looks closer
at the belief that education is a means to success, it becomes clear that—when
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viewed from this window--it is actually an end that has no intrinsic value. For once
students acquire their desired goals, the means cease to be important. If we read
Douglass’s narrative closer, it also becomes clear th at it is m ore than just the record
of a slave’s emancipation; it is a dram a o f consciousness--a "process of vision." It
moves form ontology (what we know) to epistemology (how we know what we
know), demonstrating that the only way to truly free ourselves from the coercive
oppression which limits our knowledge and power is to no longer profess only the
hegemonic point of view; to facilitate an environm ent of ever-evolving
consciousness; to present education as a vehicle to that consciousness; and to
recognize the limits as well as the possibilities which education places before us in
our quest. If we do these things, then we might enable our students to engender
voices and intellectual identities of their own, and we might empower them to
become "resisting readers" who are able to prevent themselves from turning into
"things" molded by those authoritarian masters who call themselves teachers.
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CHAPTER VI
A Final Critical Thought
W hat good was this place, this college? W hat good was Anglo- Saxon, when one
only learned in order to answer examination questions, in order that we should have
a higher commercial value later on? . . . Was life all this, and this only?
D.H. Lawrence

Perhaps the most im portant questions that teachers need to ask is whether
we ourselves are critical thinkers, and if we are facilitating an environment for
education to become a school of windows leading to social and political awareness
or merely rem ain a prison of other people’s ideas forced upon students in the
attem pt to formulate their minds and characters.

In this day and age of ever-

increasing narrow-mindedness and prejudice (just witness the resurgence of racial
violence and class and gender oppression across America and the rest of the
"civilized" world), it is our duty prom ote critical awareness.

It is clear that we

inhabitants of the Ivory Tower do possess power, and it is clear that we need to use
this power to show our students that they too have the power to engender voices
and intellectual identities of their own.
W hat I have been arguing for in these chapters is not a free m arketplace of
interpretations and theories. For "pluralistic humanism," as Patrick Murphy claims,
"has run its course" (39). R ather, I am suggesting that we incorporate and employ
our diversities to help our students improve their lives. Instead of talking at them,
we need to begin talking with our students; we need to replace monologue with
141
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dialogue; and we need to recognize students as the "other" whose right it is to
participate in active discourse.
"Dialogism"--Mikhail Bakhtin’s theory of encountering otherness through the
potential of dialogue-can provide direction for us to do this. As Bakhtin asserts
in The Dialogic Imagination, meaning is created not through a single voice, but in
the interaction of voices--in dialogue. "Discourse lives, as it were, on the boundary
between its own context and another, alien, context" (284).
Likewise, learning and empowerment also live on the boundary between
ideologies, interpretations, and intentions. As facilitators of learning, we can bring
these diversities together in dialogue. For example, one place where teachers might
initiate dialogue when teaching The Bostonians is the window from which I view the
character of Basil Ransom. H ere we might address the fact that this is only one
reading of him with which many students (especially males who may have been
brought up to believe that chauvinism is socially correct and acceptable) might
disagree.
The school of windows, which I delineate here, has always existed; however,
because we rem ain aggregates talking at one another from our own windows, we
often end up gradually drifting away from literary texts as well as away from each
other. Instead, we need to open up texts through dialogue which connects us to one
another. W e need to demonstrate, as Bakhtin does, that discourse is always open,
always changing, always in progress. In addition to establishing dialogue with our
students, we need to open up avenues of communication between teachers and
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administrators.

As well, we need to encourage dialogue between teachers of

different levels, especially those in secondary schools and colleges. It is essential
that we find out what each group expects of the other and th at we acknowledge our
positionality--our identity politics--as our starting point for leading students to
critical awareness.
Before we can do this, though, we need to accept the fact that it is necessary
to respect and love ourselves and our profession. Self-love is a prerequisite for
discovering a common "country" for the lover and the beloved (teacher and
student). However, we need to recognize that this kind o f self-love differs from
narcissism in that it makes it acceptable and healthy for our children to be different
from us. W e also need to recognize that as facilitators of critical awareness, we can
only plant and nurture the seeds of thought; we cannot determ ine their growth.
W hen we are able to do this, then we can cease to be dictators and become true
"organic intellectuals."
It seems clear that literature is an extremely effective means towards this
end. And if we still have doubts as to literature’s power, we need only recall the
hyperbole of A braham Lincoln’s much-quoted comment upon meeting H arriet
Beecher Stowe that she was the little lady who started the great big Civil War. As
Francis Smith Foster argues, within that exaggeration is a clear recognition of
literature’s influence upon society in general and specifically of the effect which
nineteenth-century pro and antislavery writers had in the U nited States. "If, indeed,
Lincoln attributed such strength to secondhand, imitative, and fictionalized works,
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it is easy to imagine what this implies about the effect of literature which was
presented as firsthand, original, and true" (144)
If—in conjunction with out students-w e learn how to become "resisting
readers," we might "hear" the silent voices of so many peoples which have been
suppressed for so long; we might cease repeating the cycles of "poisonous pedagogy"
which have been handed down and instilled in us by teachers who were able to see
from only one window; and, finally, we might enable our students to "see" that
education is a means towards intellectual freedom and power.
Certainly many people who have chosen to pursue intellectual work have
done so because, as Jim M erod illustrates, at some im portant moment in their lives,
they have come across a teacher or writer who presented "a conceptual clarity that
was more than m ere analytic elegance or explanatory brilliance but suggested, and
perhaps demonstrated, the life-enhancing courage of passionate knowledge" (3). A
paragon of the socially-committed literature teacher who inspires students with this
kind of "life-enhancing courage" to see and think for themselves can perhaps be
seen in John Keating, the protagonist of N.H. Kleinbaum’s D ead Poet’s Society.
In this novel, K eating-along with sanitized textbooks and prescriptive methods for
appreciating art-throw s caution to the wind and opens up a dialogue with his
students. Refusing to isolate literature or poetry from their social context, Keating
allows his students to see them through their own window. Instead of asking them
to vicariously experience a simulation of life, he teaches them to "seize the day" and
live life to its fullest. Not mere specimens to dissect scientifically, literature and
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poetry becom e strategies for life, words to live by, models to act out. While they
march to their own beat, though, Keating’s students begin to question many timehonored values as well as the authorities by whom those values have been force-fed
to them. A teacher like Keating goes against the grain of the status quo, creating
unrest in students and dissatisfaction with the way the world is. Hence, because he
does not fit the mold of what those in power think a good teacher and role model
should be, Keating’s employment is term inated. However, as the last scene in the
novel depicts, this teacher has made a lasting impression on his students. For once
young people are allowed to think and see for themselves, they will no longer allow
others to think or see for them. Teachers like Keating who encourage students to
recognize the power and relevance of literature can serve as good models for both
students and teachers. However, not too many of us guide our students to "the road
not taken." It is our responsibility as m entors and as friends, though, to show them
that there is indeed m ore than one road to knowledge, and th at the road they take
should ultimately be chosen by themselves.
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C hapter 1
1. Raymond Williams asserts that hegemony is a concept which at once includes
and goes beyond two powerful earlier concepts: that of "culture" as a "whole social
process," in which people define and shape their entire social lives; and that of
"ideology," in which a system of meanings and values is the expression o r projection
of a particular class interest. Hegemony surpasses "culture," as previously defined,
in its insistence on relating the "whole social process" to specific distributions of
power and influence. It is not to be understood at the level o f m ere opinion or
manipulation. It is an entire body of expectations and practices: our assignments
of energy, our basic perception and understanding of ourselves and our world. It
is a lived set of meanings and values which as they are experienced as practices
appear as reciprocally confirming. Thus, hegemony constitutes a sense of reality for
most people in the society (108-10). Frank Lentricchia contends th at hegemony
is sophisticated political "rule" that transforms an openly coercive, bullying
"domination" into "consent," even into a form of "self-governance." In the United
States, hegemony, in its m ost m ature form, at its politically clever best, is an
educative strategy o f ruling interests which defuses recalcitrant and rebellious
subjects, and extends and perpetuates their domination by saturating the entire
process of living (our sense of ourselves, our relations, our lived world) with their
values, all without the need to coerce through physical force (61). Hegemonic rule
is therefore the m ark of the mature, stable society whose ideological apparatus is
so firmly fixed in place, so well buried, so unexamined a basis o f our judgem ent and
feeling that it is taken for truth with a capital letter (76).
2. "The house of fiction has in short not one window, but a m illio n -a num ber of
possible windows not to be reckoned, rather; every one of which has been pierced,
or is still pierceable, in its vast front, by the need of the individual vision and by the
pressure of the individual will. These apertures of dissimilar shape and size, hang
so, all together, over the hum an scene that we might have expected of them a
greater sameness of report than we find. They are but windows at the best, mere
holes in a dead wall, disconnected, perched aloft; they are not hinged doors opening
straight upon life. But they have this m ark of their own that at each of them stands
a figure with a pair of eyes, or at least with a field-glass, which forms, again and
again, for observation, a unique instrument, insuring to the person making use of
it an impression distinct from every other. H e and his neighbors are watching the
same show, but one seeing more where the other sees less, one seeing black where
the other sees white, one seeing big where the other sees small, one seeing coarse
where the other sees fine. A nd so on, and so on; there is fortunately no saying on
what, for the particular pair of eyes, the window may not open; ”1011003161/ by
reason, precisely, of this incalculability o f range. The spreading field, the human
scene, is the ’choice of subject’; the pierced aperture, either broad or balconied or
146
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slit-like and low-browed, is the ’literary form’; but they are, singly or together, as
nothing without the posted presence of the w atcher-w ithout, in other words, the
consciousness of the artist" (Preface to The Portrait of a Ladv 45-6).
3. For a complete discussion of James’s process of vision and "discrimination," see
the Preface to the Ambassadors
4. For example, works of art could be considered as strategies for selecting enemies
and allies, for socializing losses, for warding off evil, for purification, propitiation,
and desanctification, consolation and vengeance, admonition and exhortation, or as
implicit commands or instructions of one sort or another. For an extensive
explication and application of this theory, see Kenneth Burke. The Philosophy of
Literary Form . Berkeley: U of California P, 1973.
5. One of the methods with which James frequently makes readers "read" characters
and their actions for themselves is by employing objects of art or what he calls
"splendid things" to develop more essential elements such as character and theme.
For example, the tapestries and Italian cabinets to which Jam es frequently refers
throughout The Spoils of Povnton. though not the primary focus of the novel, are
central in the overriding contest between the two women fighting to win the hand
of Owen G areth who has inherited these things. In The Ambassadors, the reader’s
attention is frequently drawn to a small Lambinet landscape which Strether had
once seen at a Boston art dealer’s. It is not, however, the painting itself which
Jam es elaborately describes; rather, he employs the painting to reveal the character
of Strether and the m anner in which he lives his life on the outskirts of adventure.
Contrary to what surface readers see, in lieu of a barrage of detail, James
provides only the briefest description, thereby forcing the reader to become part of
the creative process by stepping in and supplying most of the details of things in
their settings. His reluctance to describe things is apparent in the following passage
from "The Beast in the Jungle":
There were persons to be observed, singly or in couples, bending toward
objects in out-of-the-way comers with their hands on their knees and their
heads quite nodding as with the emphasis of an excited sense of smell.
W hen they w ere two they either mingled their sounds of ecstasy or melted
into silences of even deeper import, so that there were aspects of the
occasion that gave it for M archer much the air of the "look round," previous
to a sale highly advertised, that excites or quenches, as may be, the dream
of acquisition. (61)
This brief passage, although void of superfluous detail and elaborate descriptions
of the "objects in out-of-the-way comers," triggers a plethora of images in the
reader’s mind. O ne might picture people hovering over a glass case filled with
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eighteenth-century miniature portraits, rare D resden figures, or richly jeweled
Faberge eggs. However, this is only what one might see; it is not what James tells
us is there. The power of Jam es’s frugality of detail manifests itself in this passage;
it is apparent that he is more interested in the reaction to the objects than in the
objects themselves. The majority of what the careful reader learns is not about the
objects of art in the room nor is it even about W eatherend (the place) itself. Most
of the insight which is gained is about the people in the room who greedily prey
upon the objects like hungry predators in search of food. James even goes so far
as to say that their actions can be "compared to the movement of a dog sniffing a
cupboard" (62). W e are given very little tangible evidence of what the priceless
treasures actually look like or even what they are; instead we are made privy to the
manner in which these people, who are on the prowl, behave.
6. One specific instance when our classes were reading Peter Shaffer’s plav Equus
sticks out in my mind. My approach to teaching this text was to present it as a
struggle for individualism and self-knowledge and to look at these things as
prerequisites for relationships with others. We talked about different levels of
relationships (physical, emotional, spiritual) as well as different kinds of
relationships (with oneself, with other human beings, with God). Issues which are
in the play such as masturbation and sexual intercourse became topics of class
discussion. It was during this unit that our classes began to exchange course content
with one another. The other teacher skipped over the scenes where Alan, the
seventeen year old protagonist, masturbates while riding his horse naked. In fact,
his students were told that this was not in the play; and since this is made clear only
in the stage directions, it was not questioned. The focus of this class’s reading of
the play took the form of answering content questions as well as multiple choice
tests concentrating on character names, setting, etc.. It was at this time that this
particular teacher and some others in the departm ent requested that students go
back to reading anthologies with abridged and pre-chosen literature rather than full
texts. It was also decided at this time to replace all non-canonical texts and/or ones
that dealt with controversial issues with literature from the traditional canon.
7. Judith Fetterley develops the concept of the "resisting reader" in her book
entitled The Resisting Reader: A Feminist Approach to American Fiction in which
she analyzes how we read the world and fiction according to male standards. I
discuss this at length in chapter three which analyzes Henry James’s The
Bostonians.
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Chapter 2
1. The fear that teachers might be brave and subversive-or even worse--that they
might teach their students to be this way, seems to have always occupied a place in
the university. Occasionally, as Frederick R udolph claims, a courageous instructor
departed from passive recitations, but anyone who w ent too far risked official
reprimand. In 1846, a professor at Princeton discovered "that if he interspersed
commentary on G reek literature with the study o f G reek language he could elicit
a gratifying improvement in student interest. F or this heresy he was called before
the president, and a few days later his resignation was accepted" (89-90). William
Lyon Phelps mentions a young instructor of Latin whom "the older members of the
faculty looked upon . . . with suspicion. H e m ade Latin interesting, and they got
rid of him" (137). Rudolph points out that the Yale R eport of 1828 actually
defended the standard practice of teaching from a single textbook, whose lessons
could be easily directed towards daily recitations, and it w arned that reading a halfdozen different books tended to create confusion in a student’s mind (69). And as
Jam es M organ H art attests, one of the major reasons why conservatives like Noah
Porter of Yale, who spoke so eloquently o f "the common social life" that "silently
shapes the student’s inner being," so desperately resisted the elective system was
their recognition that once students were allowed to choose classes for themselves,
the uniformity of experience within the graduating class would be broken (45).
2. For a good study of this concern, see M ichael Apple. Ideology and Curriculum.
New York: Routledge, 1990; Michael Apple. Ideology in Practice and Schooling.
Philadelphia: Tem ple UP, 1983; Jim Merod. The Political Responsibility of the
Critic. Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1987; and Richard O hm ann, E nglish in America: A
Radical View of the Profession. New York: Oxford UP, 1976.
3. During the 1950’s and 1960’s, as Christopher Lasch points out, universities were
implicated so fundamentally in the national defense and in the entire "militaryindustrial complex" that they came to depend on the government and private
foundations for their support. As a result, they lost their character as centers of
independent learning and critical thought and were swallowed up in the network of
"the national purpose" (New Radicalism in A m erica 316). This commodification of
culture led to academics conceiving of their function as the "propagation of culture
rather than the criticism of it" (318). Russell Reising maintains that university
intellectuals then ceased to function as voices of analysis and criticism and became
semi-official apologists for and diffusers of official governmental attitudes. Hence
American intellectuals have, be it intentionally or not, coopted with a bourgeois
culture that entertains the proliferation of "radical chic while underm ining-often
through those very political positions-any grounds for radical thinking" (46). Frank
Lentricchia insists that academics have let their beliefs and their discourse be
invaded by the debilitating notions that politics is something that goes on
somewhere e lse -in the outside w orld-and that the work of culture which goes on
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inside the university is somehow apolitical. "We have sold ourselves on our
powerlessness because, first of all, we have sold ourselves-our traditional training
has sold us—a deceptive idea of the relations among culture, society, and power."
To believe as university humanists that our political work can be at best in writing
essays and books about politics and culture is "to leave traditional cultural power
to the forces that wish to engender in us the feeling that we are ineffectual angels."
It is the "inside/outside distinction that is killing us" (7). If we are unable an d /o r
unwilling to extend our intellectual endeavors beyond the walls of our refuge--if, in
essence, we don’t seek and exercise cultural freedom -then the intellectual freedom
that we possess is of no real significance. As Lasch claims:
It is a serious mistake to confuse academic freedom with cultural freedom.
American intellectuals are not subject to political controls, but the very
conditions which have brought about this result have underm ined their
capacity for independent thought. The American press is free, but it censors
itself. The university is free, but it has purged itself of ideas. The literary
intellectuals are free, but they use their freedom to propagandize for the
state.
The freedom of American intellectuals as a professional class blinds them
to their un-freedom. It leads them to confiise the political interests of
intellectuals as an unofficial minority with the progress of intellect. Their
freedom from overt political control (particularly from "vigilantes") blinds
them to the way in which the "knowledge industry" has been incorporated
into the state and military industrial complex. ("The Cultural Cold War"
97-8)
4. For example, according to Frank Lentricchia, deconstruction is a critical
philosophy, but only in the slimmest sense of the word. It may tell us how we
deceive ourselves, but it has no particular content, no alternative work to offer
intellectuals. Politically, it translates into a passive kind of conservatism called
"quietism"; it thereby plays into the hands of established power (51). Terry
Eagleton claims that it allows us to drive a coach and horses through everybody
else’s beliefs while not saddling us with the inconvenience of having to adopt any
of our own. It also frees us at a stroke from having to assume a position on
important issues, since what we say will be no more than a passing product of the
signifier and not taken as true or serious. A further benefit of this stance is that
it is mischievously radical in respect of everyone else’s opinions, able to unmask the
most serious and solem n declarations as mere dishevelled plays of signs, while it is
utterly conservative in every other way. Since it commits us to affirming nothing,
it is "as injurious as blank ammunition" fLiterarv Theory 144-5). Raym ond Williams
insists that if a system of signs possesses only internal formal rules, there can be no
specific form ations-in historical or sociological te rm s- to institute, vary, or alter
this kind of (social) practice. Finally, there can be no full social practice of any
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kind (168). As one can see, deconstruction (as a tacit, alienated form of criticism)
just by its not offering any alternatives or by not saying anything at all against the
hegemonic structures of power, only ends up supporting them.
5. For the most complete and enlightening discussion of what is occurring in
A m erican secondary schools, see Linda M. McNeil. Contradictions of Control:
School Structure and School Knowledge. New York: Routledge, 1988, especially
pages 65-154.
6. For a com plete discussion of the nature of conflict in science, see Michael W.
Apple. Ideology and Curriculum. New York; Routledge, 1990.
7. For a detailed analysis of this practice, see Jean Anyon. "Workers, Labor and
Economic History, and Textbook Content." Ideology and Practice in Schooling. Ed.
Michael W. Apple. Philadelphia: Temple, 1983.
8. J.D. Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye is perhaps one of the most popular novels
that is blindly interpreted by teachers and critics alike. In fact, upon its publication,
critics blatantly ignored the comments that the novel m ade on society. Most
criticism focused on the character of H olden and how his lack of success is his own
fault. R ather than specifically addressing the wealthy and powerful society which
Salinger depicts, they wrote about good and evil and the problems of adolescence.
For instance, Ernest Jones’s review in Nation claimed that Catcher is a mirror
reflecting something not at all "sick or strange," but what every sensitive sixteenyear-old since Rousseau has felt. The novel is a case history of us all (176). Such
readings displace the political and social impact of Salinger’s work. In addition,
they show a great lack of knowledge about adolescents; for if all teenagers--or even
adults-possessed the kind of insights and critical ability that H olden does, the world
would not be in such a sad predicament.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

152
Chapter 3
1. H. H artm ann defines patriarchy as a social system characterized by "the
systematic dom inance of men over women" (194). It emerges as a "set of social
relations betw een men, which have a m aterial base, and which, though hierarchal,
establish and create independence and solidarity among men that enable them to
dominate women" (197). Magda Lewis and Roger Simon point out that patriarchy
so defined has the potential to obliterate the will, desire, and capacity of particular
individuals, be they women or men, to form personal and collective relationships
that are not based on an acceptance of the male prerogative (458).
2. W ollstonecraft warns women that experience should teach them that men who
pride themselves upon paying arbitrary, insolent homage to their sex are most
inclined to tyrannize over them and despise the very weaknesses which they cherish
(141): "Would m en but snap our chains, and be content with rational fellowship
instead o f slavish obedience, they would find us more observant daughters, more
affectionate sisters, more faithful wives, more reasonable mothers--in a word, better
citizens" (263).
3. In this study, Fetterley proposes reanalyzing classic works of literature in light of
their m ale assumptions, thus providing female readers with strategies for relating
to the literature. She illustrates that what has been acknowledged as universal is,
in actuality, exclusive male experience in which women (powerless to be anything
else) are images, projections, and symbols of the male mind. Fetterley attem pts to
alter the reader’s consciousness by offering a way to "resist" reading and seeing
through the male perspective.
4. This was in fact a controversy which occupied abolitionists for a considerable
time in 1847. For a more complete discussion, see Aileen S. Kraditor. Means and
Ends in A m erican Abolitionism: Garrison and His Critics on Strategy and Tactics.
1834-1850. New York: Pantheon, 1967.
5 . 1 define social lesbianism as an exclusive bonding together of women in order to
liberate themselves from the restraints of a monolithic, patriarchal society; as the
establishment of an environment sensitive to the promotion and fostering of women
as independent productive persons in their own right.
6. For a comprehensive study of the Southern m ale’s attitudes toward women, see
Bertram Wyatt-Brown. Southern Honor: Ethics and Behavior in the Old South.
New York: Oxford UP, 1982.
7. 'Traffic in Women," as Rubin defines it, is the use of women as exchangeable,
perhaps, symbolic property for the primary purpose of cementing bonds of m en with
men.
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Chapter 5
1. Paulo Freire points out that within an objective situation of oppression,
antidialogue is necessary to the oppressor as a means to further oppression--not
only economic, but cultural as well. The vanquished are dispossessed of their word,
their expressiveness, their culture. Furtherm ore, once a situation of oppression has
been initiated, antidialogue becomes indispensable to its preservation (Pedagogy of
the Oppressed 134).
2. Douglass’s narrative deviates from traditional plantation fiction which seeks to
perm eate the myth of the "happy darky" and the Uncle Tom figure who
benevolently subscribe to the paternal relationship believed to exist between master
and slave. For a more detailed explanation, see A nnette Niemtzow. "The
Problem atic of Self in Autobiography." M odem Critical Interpretations: Frederick
Douglass’s Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass. Ed. H arold Bloom. New
York: Chelsea House, 1988. 113-30.
3. For a detailed study of the slave narrative as a form which conceives the "self'
through autobiography, a genre which possesses limitations as a vehicle of truth, see
H ouston A. Baker. "Autobiographical Acts and the Voice of the Southern Slave"
and A nnette Niemtzow. "The Problematic of Self in Autobiography" in M odem
Critical Interpretations: Frederick Douglass’s Narrative of the Life of Frederick
Douglass. Ed. H arold Bloom. New York: Chelsea House, 1988. Also see James
Olney. "’I Was B om ’: Slave Narratives, Their Status as Autobiography and as
Literature." The Slave’s N arrative. Ed. Charles T. Davis and Henry Louis G ates
Jr. New York: Oxford, 1985. 148-75.
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Appendix
In a survey of two high school literature classes (one taught by a teacher who
encouraged students to formulate their own interpretations of a text, the other
taught by a teacher who insisted on providing the students with his interpretation),
students were asked to answer the following questions regarding the teaching of
literature:
1. W hat value does literature have to your life?
2. How is it meaningful to you?
3. In comparison to other subjects such as science or math, how important is
literature?
4. W hat could be done in regards to the teaching o f literature to make it of more
value to you?

It is interesting to note that responses to the questions were almost in complete
opposition to each other, depending on the section in which the student was
enrolled. For the teacher who insisted on using blind interpretation, generally
negative comments prevailed:
Literature tends to stay in the classroom.
Most of the books I read are forgotten in a few months. I don’t see keeping
a "vicarious experience" all that important. Basically, I read to get a grade on
a test and a book report done. There are very few books I can recall reading
that have left a mark on my life or whatever.
Literature is not that meaningful to me. I just think of literature as something
we have to do for class.
Literature has no meaning or value for my life because it doesn’t influence me
or make me change the type of person I am. I think it’s boring, and whenever
I try to read, I fall asleep.
Right now literature is a little boring. It just seems so distant and hard to
grasp. I have a hard time finding the hidden meanings in a lot of stuff. I
don’t know if it’s possible, but make things a little m ore down to earth, with
some real meaning that applies to the common man.
I think the view of teaching literature and putting it into contemporary issues
is the best. It keeps it m ore interesting, and it also helps us think about it
because we can relate to it better.
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Literature should be taught in respect to m odem technological advances and
changing events in science, sports and government. If literature is solely
presented as art, it will appeal to only a few.
The teachers need to try to get students more motivated; if they can pull out
hidden meanings that are more relevant to students, then we will be more
interested.
Apply the them es to the m odem world as much as possible, because in a fastfood world the motto is: if it doesn’t apply to us it doesn’t matter. Anything
that does not affect us directly does not get acknowledged.
If professors would discuss m ore of the meaning of the book and w hat you get
out of it, instead of the plot, it would be better.
I don’t see any purpose in dissecting a poem or a book, unlike a frog.
R eading has some use and teaches us, but teaching it apart from our lives is
really useless. G reat, we may learn the significance of apostrophe and
synecdoche, but what real use is that?
I think that teachers should realize that more than one interpretation can be
derived. Different people have different interpretations, and if there is
backing for the idea, it should be accepted. "Only one interpretation is
correct" is the most bogus line I’ve heard.
It’s annoying to read a novel and come up with your own observations and
then have to listen to a boring lecture on what it "really" means. O f course
what it "really" means is just some long-lectured textbook explanation.
By limiting the students to one answer, you are limiting their minds and their
abilities to achieve something better.
Responses from the class that allowed multiple interpretations tended to be much
more open to literature and its value:
Literature used to have no value in my life because I never read it and was
a bit ignorant. Recently, however, I have turned to reading and found it
enjoyable. Reading classics, which I used to hate, now represents a challenge
because literature is very educational, not necessarily in school but in life. I
feel I have learned a great deal from reading, and it has changed my thinking.
Literature is very valuable to me. It has taught me much about life and many
things I had not realized thus far. It has taught me the im portance of role
models, heroes, and relationships involving real people.
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Psychological thoughts involving m an’s inherent qualities had never been
available to me until I began to come into contact with great literature and
thoughtful discussions as we had in class.
Unlike science or math, literature leaves a lasting mark not only on our minds
but in our hearts and souls. Fiddling with facts and figures will not make me
a better communicator. But having read and studied literature, I now feel
m ore socially competent.
Literature provides insight and experience in discussing problems that
continually face people. Literature offers solutions to misunderstandings and
personal squabbles. Literature can best be compared to a counselor or
advisor.
Focusing on my own life, literature enables me to identify with particular
characters, situations, or moods which apply to the areas of my life that are
obscure or troubling.
I feel that literature has a tremendous impact on my life. I find myself
drawing more and more parallels between what I’ve read and the
circumstances surrounding my life.
Literature plays a big role in my life for the reason that it leads and controls
the way I judge things. It gives me a sense of morals and direction.
Literature has made me more open to other areas of life which are not always
viewed by me as they are written in novels or other writings. I am able to
form my own opinions and see where I stand on particular issues, whether it
be war, death, family life, or some other type of controversy. It allows me to
understand life and how I perceive it much more.
It’s purpose is to inspire and instruct us to battle through this bitch of a life.
I think that without literature people would be robots, very mechanical and
systematic. Literature helps loosen people up. It presents certain situations
which, a lot of times, help people feel better about themselves.
I like math because I have always been good at it and I like a challenge.
However, lately I have come to realize that literature is equally important
because it helps you see different ways of life and how to deal with people.
Literature is far more important because it requires the student to formulate
his own views instead of just memorizing formulas and regurgitating it back
on paper.
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The difference is that literature can help you in everything not just in a job
where it is required. It can teach you a lot about life and feelings and
emotions. It has a much broader impact on one’s life.
Literature balances out the sciences because its study needs a different part
of me
devoted to it.
Like Robin Williams said in Dead Poets’
Societv."’poetry [and literature] is life, and it is important to my very being.’"
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